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LORELEI 

of the 

RED MIST 

by Ray Bradbury & Leigh Brackett 

Starke, space-rat and convict, lived again in 
great Conan’s body. Lived jor a little as a 
free-lance of the entwining Rann. 

THE COMPANY dicks were good. They were plenty 
good. Hugh Starke began to think maybe this time he 
wasn’t going to get away with it. 

His small stringy body hunched over the control 
bank, nursing the last ounce of power out of the 
Kallman. The hot night sky of Venus fled past the 
ports in tattered veils of indigo. Starke wasn’t sure 
where he was any nriore. V'enus was a frontier planet, 
and still mostly a big X, except to the Venusians — who 
weren’t sending out any maps. He did know he was 
getting dangerously close to the Mountains of White 
Cloud . The backbone of the planet, towering far into 
the stratosphere, magnetic trap, with God knew what 
beyond. Maybe even God wasn’t sure. 

But it looked like over the mountains or out. Death 
under the guns of the Terro-Venus Mines Incorporated, 
Special Police, or back to the Luna cell blocks for life 
as an habitual felon. 

Starke decided he would go over. 

Whatever happened, he’d pulled ofl the biggest lone- 
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wolf caper in history. The T-V Mines payroll ship, for 
close to a million credits. He cuddled the metal strong- 
box between his feet and grinned. It would be a long 
time before anybody equallc l that. 

His mass indicators began to jitter. Vaguely, a dim 
purple shadow in the sky ahead, the Mountains of 
White Cloud stood like a wall against him. Starke 
checked the positions of the pursuing ships. There was 
no way through them. He said flatly, “All right, damn 
you,” and sent the Kallman angling up into the thick 
blue sky. 

He had no very clear memories after that. Crazy 
magnetic vagaries, alw'ays a hazard on Venus made his 
instruments useless. He flew by the seat of his pants 
and he got over, and the T-V men didn’t. He was free, 
with a million credits in his kick. 

Far below in the virgin darkness he saw a sullen 
crimson smear on the night, as though someone had 
rubbed it with a bloody thumb. The Kallman dipped 
toward it. The control bank flickered with blue flame, 
the jet timers blew, and then there was just the scream- 
ing of air against the falling hull. 

Hugh Starke sat still and waited . . . 

He knew, before he opened his eyes, that he was 
dying. He didn’t feel any pain, he didn’t feel anything, 
but he knew just the same. Part of him was cut loose. 
He was still there, but not attached any more. 

He raised his eyelids. There was a ceiling. It was a 
long way off. It was black stone veined with smoky 
reds and ambers. He had never seen it before. 

He closed his eyes and frowned and moved his head 
restively. There was the texture of fur against his skin. 
Through the cracks of his eyelids he saw that he lay on 
a high bed piled with silks and soft tanned pelts. His 
body was covered. He was rather glad he couldn’t see 
it. It didn’t matter because he wouldn’t be using it 
any more finvwny, and it hadn’t been such a hell of a 
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body to begin with. But he was used to it, and he 
didn’t waijf to see it now, the way he knew it would 
have to look. 

He looked along over the foot of the bed, and he saw 
the woman. 

She sat watching him from a massive carved chair 
softened' with a single huge white pelt like a drift of 
snow. She smiled, and let him look. A pulse began 
to beat under his jaw, very feebly. 

She was tall and sleek and insolently curved. She 
wore a sort of tabard of pale grey spider-silk, held to 
her body by a jeweled girdle, but it was just a nice 
piece of ornamentation. Her face w'as narrow, finely 
cut, secret, faintly amused. Her lips, her eyes, and her 
flowing silken hair were all the same pale cool shade of 
aquarmarine. 

Her skin was white, with no hint of rose. Her 
shoulders and her forearms were dusted with tiny 
particles that glistened like powdered diamonds. She 
sparkled softly like a fairy thing against the snowy fur, 
a creature of foam and moonlight and clear shallow 
water. Her eyes never left his, and they were not 
human, but he knew that they would have done things 
to him if he had had any feeling below the neck. 

He started to speak. He had no strength to move his 
tongue. The woman leaned forward, and as though her 
movement were a signal four men rose from the tape- 
stried shadows by the wall. They were like her. Their 
ej^es were pale and strange like hers. 

She said, in liquid High Venusian, “You’re dying, in 
this body. But you will not die. You will sleep now, 
and wake in a strange body, in a strange place. Don’t 
be afraid. My mind will be with yours, and guide you, 
don’t be afraid. I ran’t explain now, there isn’t time, 
but don’t be afraid.” 
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The woman’s eyes began to pour coolness into his 
skull. They were like two little rivers running through 
the channels of his own eyes, spreading in silver-green 
quiet across the tortured surface of his brain. His brain 
relaxed. It lay floating on the water, and then the twin 
streams became one broad flowing stream, and his 
nind, or ego, the thing that was intimately himself, 
vanished along it. 

It took him a long, long time to regain consciousness. 
He felt as though he’d been shaken until pieces of him 
were scattered all over inside. Also, he had an instinct- 
ive premonition that the minute he woke up he would 
be sorry he had. He took it easy, putting himself 
together. 

He remembered his name, Hugh Starke. He remem- 
bered the mining asteroid where he was born. He 
remembered the Luna cell blocks where he had once 
come near dying. There wasn’t much to choose between 
them. 

The rest of it came fast, then. The T-V Mines job, 
the getaway that didn’t get. the Mountains of White 
Cloud. The crash . . . 

The woman. 

That did it. His brain leaped shatteringly. Light, 
feeling, a naked sense of reality swept over him. He 
lay perfectly still with his eyes shut, and his mind 
dawned at the picture of the shining w'oman with sea- 
Teen hair and the sound of her voice saying, You will 
not die, you will wake in a strange body, don’t be 
if raid . . . 

He opened his eyes, a cautious crack. 

He saw a body sprawled on its side in dirty straw. 
The bndv belonged to him, because he could feel the 
straw pricking it, and the itch of little things that 
‘rawled and ate and crawled and ate and crawled 
igain. 

It was a powerful body, rangy and flat-muscled. 
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jiuch bigger than his old one. It had obviously not been 
starved the first twenty-some years of its life. It was 
stark naked. Weather and violence had written history 
on it, wealed white marks on leathery bronze, but 
nothing seemed to be missing. There was black hair on 
its chest and thighs and forearms, and its hands were 
lean and sinewy for killing. 

It was a human body. That was something. There 
were so many other things it might have been that his 
racial snobbery wouldn’t call human. Like the nameless 
creature who smiled with strange pale lips. 

Starke shut his eyes again. 

The lips that were now Starke’s lips twitched in a 
thin, cruel smile. He had done six months once in the 
Luna solitary crypts. If a man could do that, and 
come out sane and on his two feet, he could stand any- 
thing. Even this. 

It came to him then, rather deflatingly, that the 
woman and her four companions had probably softened 
the shock by hypnotic suggestion. His subconscious 
understood and accepted the change. It was only his 
conscious mind that was superficially scared to death. 

Hugh Starke cursed the woman with great thorough- 
ness, in seven languages and some odd dialects. He 
became healthily enraged that any dame should play 
around with him like that. Then he thought, what the 
hell, I’m alive. And it looks like I got the best of the 
trade-in ! 

He opened his eyes again, secretly, on his new world. 

He lay at one end of a square stone hall, good sized, 
with two straight lines of pillars cut from some dark 
Venusian wood. There were long crude benches and 
tables. Fires had been burning on round brick hearths 
spaced between the pillars. They were embers now. 
The smoke climbed up, tarnishing the gold and bronze 
of shields hung on the walls and pediments, dulling the 
blades and longswords, the spears, the tapestries and 
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aides and trophies. 

It was very quiet in the hall. Somewhere outside of 
it there was fighting going on. Heavy, vicious fighting. 
The noise of it didn’t touch the silence, except to make 
it deeper. 

There were two men beside Starke in the hall. 

They were close to him, on a low dais. One of them 
sat in a carved high seat, not moving, his big scarred 
hands flat on the table in front of him. The other 
crouched on the floor by his feet. His head was bent 
forward so that his mop of lint-white hair hid his face 
and the harp between his thighs. He was a little man, 
a swamp-edger from his albino colouring. Starke 
looked back at the man in the chair. 

The man spoke harshly. “Why doesn’t she send 
word ?” 

The harp gave out a sudden bitter chord. That \vas 
all. 

Starke hardly noticed. His whole attention was 
draw'n to the speaker. His heart began to pound. His 
muscles coiled and lay ready. There was a bitter taste 
II his mouth. He recognized it. It was hate. 

lie had never seen the man before, but his hands 
Iw'tched with the urge to kill. 

le was big, nearly seven feet, and muscled like a 
dr 't horse. But his bodj', naked above a gold-bossed 
,eai ’ r kilt, was lithe and quick as a greyhound in spite 
jf us weight. His face was sijuare, strong-boned, 
weathered, and still young. It was a face that had 
laughed a lot once, and liked wine and pretty girls. It 
had forgotten those things now, except maybe the 
wine. It was drawn and cruel with pain, a look as of 
something in a cage. Starke had seen that look before, 
in the Luna blocks. There was a thick white scar across 
'he man’s forehead. Under it his blue eyes were sunken 
ind dark behind half-closed lids. The man was blind. 

Outside, in the distance, men screamed and died. 
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Starke had been increasingly aware of a soreness and 
stricture around his neck. He raised a hand, careful 
not to rustle the straw. His fingers found a long tangled 
beard, felt under it, and touched a band of metal. 

Starke’s new body wore a collar, like a vicious dog. 

There was a chain attached to the collar. Starke 
couldn’t find any fastening. The business had been 
welded on for keeps. His body didn’t seem to have 
liked it much. The neck was galled and chafed. 

The blood began to crawl up hot into Starke’s head. 
He’d worn chains before. He didn’t like them. 
Especially around the neck. 

A door opened suddenly at the far end of the hall. 
Fog and red daylight spilled in across the black stone 
floor. A man came in. He was big, half naked, blond, 
and bloody. His long blade trailed harshly on the flags. 
His chest was laid open to the bone and he held the 
wound together with his free hand. 

“Word from Beudag,” he said. “They’ve driven us 
back into the city, but so far we’re holding the Gate,” 

No one spoke. The little man nodded his white head. 
The man with the slashed che.st turned and went out 
again, closing the door, 

A peculiar change came over Starke at the mention 
of the name Beudag. He had never heard it before, 
but it hung in his mind like a spear point, barbed with 
strange emotion. He couldn’t identify the feeling, but 
it brushed the blind man aside. The hot simple hatred 
cooled. Starke relaxed in a sort of icy quiat, deceptively 
calm as a sleeping cobra. He didn’t question this. Hfe 
waited, for Beudag. 

The blind man struck his hands down suddenly on 
the table and stood up. “Romna,” he saiS, “give me 
my sword.” 

The little mail looked at him. He had milk-blue 
eyes and a face like a friendly bulldog. He said, “^on’t 
be a fool, Faolan.” 
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I'aolan said softly, “Damn you. Give me my sword.” 

Men were dying outside the hall, and not dying 
silently. Faolan’s skin was greasy with sweat. He 
ii'ade a sudden, darting grab toward Romna. 

Romna dodged him. There were tears in his pale 
eyes. He said brutally, “You’d only be in the way. 
Sit down.” 

“I can find the point,” Faolan said, “to fall on it.” 

Romna’s voice went up to a harsh scream. “Shut 
up. Shut up and sit down.” 

Faolan caught the edge of the table and bent over it. 
He .shivered and closed his eyes, and the tears ran out 
hot under the lids. The bard turned away, and his 
harp cried out like a woman. 

Faolan drew a long sighing breath. He straightened 
slowly, came round the carved high seat, and walked 
steadily toward Starke. 

“You’re very quiet, Conan,” he said. “What’s the 
matter? You ought to be happy, Conan. Y’’ou ought to 
laugh and rattle your chain. You’re going to get what 
you v/anted. Are you sad because you haven’t a mind 
any more, to understand that with ?” 

He stopped and felt with one sandaled foot across the 
.straw until he touched Starke’s thigh. Starke lay 
motionless. 

“Conan,” said the blind man gently, pressing 
Starke’s belly with his foot. “Conan the dog, the 
betrayer, the butcher, the knife in the back. Remember 
what you did at Falga, Conan ? No, you don’t remem- 
ber, Conan. As long as I live in darkness. I’ll 
remember.” 

Romna stroked the harp strings and they wept, 
savage tears for strong men dead of treachery. Low 
music, distant but not soft. Faolan began to tremble, 
a .shallow animal twitching of the muscles . The flesh 
of his face was drawn, iron shaping under the hammer. 
{Suite suddenly he went down on his knees. His hands 
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struck Starke’s shoulders, slid inward to the throat, 
and locked there. 

Outside, the sound of fighting had died away. 

Starke moved, very quickly. As though he had seen 
it and gathered it was there, his hand swept out and 
gathered in the slack of the heavy chain and swung it. 

It started out to be a killing blow. Starke wanted 
with all his heart to beat Faolan’s brains out. But at 
the last second he pulled it, slapping the big man wi^h 
exquisite judgement across the back of the head. 
Faolan grunted and fell sideways, and by that time 
Romna had eome up. He had dropped his harp and 
drawn a knife. His eyes were startled. 

Starke sprang up. He backed off, swinging the slack 
of the chain warningly. His new body moved magnifi- 
cently. Outside everything was fine, but inside his 
psycho-neural setup had exploded into civil war. He 
was furious with himself for not having killed Faolan. 
He was furious with himself for losing control enough 
to want to kill a man without reason. He hated Faolan. 
He did not hate Faolan because he didn’t know him 
well enough. Starke’s trained, calculating, unemotional 
brain was at grips with a tidal wave of baseless 
emotion. 

He hadn’t realized it was baseless until his mental 
monitor, conditioned through years of bitter control, 
had stopped him from killing. Now he remembered the 
woman’s voice saying. My mind will be with yours, I’ll 
guide you . . . 

“Hold it,” said Starke hoarsely. “Hold everything.” 
Catspaw ! You green-eyed she-devil ! You picked the 
wrong guy this time. 

Just for a fleeting instant he saw her again, leaning 
forward with her hair like running water across the soft 
foam-sparkle of her shoulders. Her sea-pale eyes were 
full of mocking laughter, and a direct, provocative 
admiration. Starke heard her quite plainly : 
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“You may not have any choice, Hugh Starke. They 
know Conan, even if you don’t. Besides, it’s of no 
great importance. The end will be the same for them — 
]ust a matter of time. You can save your new body 
or not, as you wish.” She smiled. “I’d like it if you 
did. It’s a good body. 1 knew it, before Conan’s mind 
broke and left it empty.” 

A sudden thought came to Starke. “My box, the 
million credits.” 

“Come and get them.” She was gone. Starke’s 
nind was clear, with no alien will tramping around in 
it. Faolan crouched on the floor, holding his head. He 
:aid : 

“Who spoke ?” 

Romna the bard stood staring. His lips moved, but 
no sound came out. 

Starke said, “I spoke. Me, Hugh Starke. I’m not 
Conan, and 1 never heard of Falga, and I’ll brain the 
.irst guy that comes near me.” 

Faolan stayed motionless, his face blank, his breath 
sobbing in his throat. Romna began to curse, very 
ioftly, not as though he were thinking about it. Starke 
watched them. 

Down the hall the doors burst open. The heavy red- 
dish mist coiled in with the daylight across the flags, 
and with them a press of bodies hot from battle, bring- 
ing a smell of blood. 

Starke felt the heart contract in the hairy breast of 
the body named Conan, watching the single figure that 
led the pack. 

Romna called out, “Beudag!” 

She was tall. She was built and muscled like a 
lioness, and she walked with a flat-hipptd arrogance, 
and her hair was like coiled flame. Her eyes were blue, 
hot and bright, as Faolan ’s might have been once. She 
looked like Faolan. She was dressed like him. In a 
leather kilt and sandals, her magnificeill body bard 
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above the waist. She carried a longsword slung across 
her back, the hilt standing above the left shoulder. 
She had been using it. Her skin was smeared with 
blood and grime. There was a long cut on her ihigh 
and another across her flat belly, and bitter weariness 
lay on her like a burden in spite of her denial of it. 

“We’ve stopped them, Faolan,” she said. “They 
can’t reach the Gate, and we can hold Crom Dhu as 
long as we have food. And the sea feeds us.” She 
laughed, but there was a hollow sound to it. “Gods, 
I’m tired !” 

She halted them, below the dais. Her flame-blue 
gaze swept across Faolan, across Romna, and rose to 
meet Hugh Starke’s, and stayed there. 

The pulse began to beat under Starke’s jaw again, 
and this time his body was .strong, and the pulse was 
like a drum throbbing. 

Romna said, “His mind has come back.” 

There was a long, hard silence. No one in the hall 
moved. Then the men back of Beudag, big brawny 
kilted warriors, began to close in on the dais, talking 
in low snarling undertones that rose toward a mob 
howl. Faolan rose up and faced them, and bellowed 
them to quiet. 

“He’s mine to take! Let him alone.” 

Beudag sprang up onto the dais, one beautiful flow- 
ing movement, “It hsn’t possible,” she said. “His 
mind broke under torture. He’s been a drooling idiot 
with barely the sense to feed him.self. And now, 
suddenly, you say he’s normal again ?” 

Starke said, “You know I'm normal. You can see it 
in mv eves.” 

“Yes.'” 

He didn’t like the w'ay she said that. “Listen my 
name is Hugh Starke. I’m an Earthman. This isn’t 
Conan’s brain come back. This is a new deal, I got 
shoved into this body. What it did before I got it I 
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don’t know, and I’m not responsible.” 

Faolan said, “He doesn’t remember Falga. He 
doesn’t remember the longships at the bottom of the 
sea.” Faolan laughed. 

Romna said quietly. “He didn’t kill you, though. 
He could have, easily. Would Conan have spared 
you ?” 

Beudag said, “Yes, if he had a better plan. Conan’s 
mind was like a snake. It crawled in the dark, and you 
never knew where it was going to strike.” 

Starke began to tell them how it happened, the chain 
swinging idly in his hand. While he was talking he saw 
a face reflected in a polished shield hung on a pillar. 
Mostly it was juSt a tangled mass of hair, mounted on 
a frame of long, harsh, jutting bone. The mouth was 
sensuous, with a dark sort of laughter on it. The eyes 
were yellow. The cruel, brilliant yellow of a killer 
hawk. 

Starke realized with a shock that the face belonged 
to him. 

“A woman with pale green hair,” said Beudag softly. 
“Rann,” said Faolan, and Romna’s harp made a 
sound like a high-priest’s curse. 

“Her people have that power,” Romna said. “They 
can think a man’s soul into a spider, and step on it.” 
“They have many powers. Maybe Rann followed 
Conan’s mind, wherever it went, and told it what to 
say, and brought it back again.” 

“Listen,” said Starke angrily. “I didn’t ask . . .” 
Suddenly, without warning, Romna drew Beudag’s 
sword and threw it at Starke. 

Starke dodged it. He looked at Romna with uglj 
yellow eyes. “That’s fine. Chain me up so I can’t fight 
and kill me from a distance.” He did not pick up the 
sword. He’d never used cme. The chain felt better, 
not being too different from a heavy belt or a length of 
cable, or the other chains he’d swung on occasion. 
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Romna said, “Is that Conan ?” 

Faolan snarled, “What happened?” 

“Romna threw my sword at Conan. He dodged it, 
and left it on the ground.” Beudag’s eyes were 
narrowed. “Conan could catch a flying sword by the 
hilt, and he was the best fighter on the Red Sea, 
barring you, Faolan.” 

“He’s trying to trick us. Rann guides him.” 

“The hell with Rann!” Starke clashed his chain. 
“She wants me to kill both of you, I still don’t know 
W'hy. All right. I could have killed Faolan, easy. But 
I’m not a killer. I never put anyone dowm except to 
save my own neck. So I didn’t kill him in spite of 
Rann. And I don’t want any part of you, or Rann 
either. All I want is to get the hell out of here !” 
Beudag said, “His accent isn’t Conan’s And the 
look in his eyes is different, too.” Her voice had an odd 
note in it. Romna glanced at her. He fingered a few 
rippling chords on his harp, and said : 

“There’s one way you could tell for sure.” 

A sullen flush began to burn on Beudag’s cheekbones. 
Romna slid unobtrusively out of reach. His eyes danced 
with malicious laughter. 

Beudag smiled, the smile of an angry cat, all teeth 
and no humour. Suddenly she walked tow’ard Starke, 
her head erect, her hands swinging loose and empty at 
her sides. Starke tensed wearily, but the blood leaped 
pleasantly in his borrowed veins. 

Beudag kissed him. 

Starke dropped the chain. He had something better 
to do with his hands. 

After a while he raised his head for breath, and she 
stepped back, and whispered, wonderingly : 

“It isn’t Conan.” 

The hall had been cleared. Starke had washed and 
shaved himself. His new face wasn’t bad. Not bad at 
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all. In fact, it was pretty damn good. And it wasn’t 
known around the System. It was a face that could 
own a million credits and no questions asked. It was a 
face that could have a lot of fun on a million credits. 

lie was still chained, but the straw had been cleaned 
up and he wore a leather kilt and a pair of sandals. 
I'aolan sat in his high seat nursing a flagon of wine. 
Beudag sprawled wearily on a fur rug beside him. 
Roinna sat cross-legged, his eyes veiled sleepily, 
stroking soft wandering music out of his harp. He 
looked fey. Starke knew his swamp-edgers. He wasn’t 
surprised. 

•‘This man is telling the truth,” Romna said. “But 
there’s another mind touching his. Rann’s, I think. 
Don’t trust him.” 

Faolan growled, “I couldn’t trust a god in Conan’s 
body.” 

Starke said, “What’s the setup ? All the fighting out 
there, and this Rann dame trying to plant a killer on 
the inside. And what happened at Falga ? I never 
heard of this whole damn ocean, let alone a place called 
Falga.” 

The bard swept his hand across the strings. “I’ll tell 
you, Hugh Starke, And maybe you won’t want to stay 
in that body any longer.” 

Starke grinned. He glanced at Beudag. She was 
watching him with a queer intensity from under 
lowered lids. Starke’s grin changed. He began to 
sweat. Get rid of his body, hell ! It was really a body. 
His own stringy little carcass had never felt like this. 

The bard said, “In the beginning, in the Red Sea, 
was a race of people having still their fins and scales. 
They were amphibious, but after a while part of this 
race wanted to remain entirely on land. There was a 
quarrel, and a battle, and some of the people left the 
sea forever. They settled along the shore. They lost 
their fins and most of their scales. They had great 
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mental powers and they loved ruling. They subjugated 
the human peoples and kept them almost in slavery. 
They hated their brothers who still lived in the sea, and 
their brothers hated them. 

“After a time a third people came to the Red Sea. 
They were rovers from the North. They raided and 
thieved and wore no man's collar. They made a settle- 
ment on Crom Dhu, the Black Rock, and built long- 
ships, and took toll of the coastal towns. 

“But the slave people didn't want to fight against 
the rovers. They wanted to fight with them and destroy 
the sea-folk. The rovers were human, and blood calls 
to blood. And the rovers like to rule, too, and this is 
a rich country. Also, the time had come in their tribal 
development when they were ready to change from 
nomadic warriors to builders in their own country. 

“So the rovers, and the sea-folk, and the slave-people 
who are caught between the two of them, began their 
struggle for the land.” 

“There was a woman named Rann, who had green 
hair and great beauty, and ruled the sea-folk. There 
was a man called Faolan of the Ships, and his sister 
Beudag, which means Danger-in-the-Sheath, and they 
two ruled the outlawed rovers. And there was the man 
called Conan.” 

The harp crashed out like a sword-blade striking. 

“Conan w’as a great fighter and a great lover. He 
was next under Faolan of the Ships, and Beudag loved 
him, and they were plighted. Then Conan was taken 
prisoner by the sea-folk during a skirmish, and Rann 
saw him — and Conan saw' Rann.” 

Hugh Starke had a fleeting memory of Rann's 
face smiling, and her low voice saying, I Vs a good 
body. I knew it, before . . . 

Beudag's eyes were two stones of blue vitriol under 
her narrow' lids. 

“Conan stayed a long time at Falga with Rann of the 
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fled Sea. Then he came back to Crom Dhu, and said 
that he had escaped, and had discovered a way to take 
tile longships into the harbour of Falga, at the back of 
Ranii’s fleet, and from there it would be easy to take 
the city, and Rann with it. And Conan and Beudag 
were married.” 

Starke’s yellow hawk eyes slid over Beudag, sprawled 
like a young lioness in pow’er and beauty. A muscle 
began to twitch under his cheekbone. Beudag flushed, 
a slow deep colour. Her gaze did not waver. 

“So the longships w'ent out from Crom Dhu, across 
the Red Sea. And Conan led them into a trap at Falga, 
and more than half of them were sunk. Conan thought 
his ship was free, and that he had Rann and all she’d 
promised him, but Faolan saw what had happened and 
went after him. They fought, and Conan laid his sword 
across Faolan’s brow and blinded him ; but Conan lost 
the fight. Beudag brought them home. 

“Conan was chained naked in the market place. The 
people were careful not to kill him. From time to time 
other things w’ere done to him. After a while his mind 
broke, and Faolan had him chained here in the hall, 
where he could hear him babble and play with his 
chain. It made the darkness easier to bear. 

“But since Falga, things have gone badly from Crom 
Dhu. Too many men were lost, too many ships. Now 
Kami’s people have us bottled up here. They can’t 
break in, we can’t break out. And so we stay, 
until ...” The harp cried out a bitter question, and 
was still. 

After a minute or tw'o Starke said slowly, “Yeah, I 
get it. Stalemate for both of you. And Rann figured 
if I could kill off the leaders, your people might give 
up.” He began to curse. “tVhat a lousy, dirty, sneak- 
ing trick ! And who told her she could use me . . .” 
He paused. After all, he’d be dead now. After all, a 
new body, and a cool million credits. Ah, the hell with 
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Rann. He hadn’t asked her to do it. And he was 
nobody’s hired killer. Where did she get off, sneaking 
around his mind, trying to make him do things he 
didn’t even know about ? Especially to someone like 
Beudag. 

Still, Rann herself was nobody’s crud. 

He was beginning to wish he’d never seen the T-V 
Mines payroll ship, because then he might never have 
Jfeen the Mountains of White Cloud. 

He said, because everybody seemed to be waiting for 
him to say something, “Usually when there’s a dead- 
lock like this, somebody calls in a third party. Isn’t 
there somebody you can yell for ?” 

Faolan shook his rough red head. “The slave people 
might rise, but they haven’t arms and they’re not used 
to fighting. They’d only get massacred, and it 
wouldn’t help us any.” 

“What about those other — uh— people that live in 
the sea ? And just what is that sea, anyhow ? Some 
radiation from it wrecked my ship and got me into this 
bloody mess.” 

Beudag said lazily, “I don’t know what it is. The 
seas our forefathers sailed on were water, but this is 
diSerent. It will float a ship, if you know how to build 
the hull — very thin, of a white metal we mine from the 
foothills. But when you swim in it, it’s like being in 
a cloud of bubbles. It tingles, and the farther down 
you go in it the stranger it gets, dark and full of fire. I 
stay down for hours sometimes, hunting the beasts that 
live there.” 

Starke said, “For hours? You have diving suits, 
then.” 

“What are they ?” Starke told her. She shook her 
head, laughing. “Why weigh yourself down that way ? 
There’s no troulile to breathe in this ocean.” 

“For cripesake,” said Starke. “Well, I’ll be damned. 
Must be a heavy gas, then, radioactive, surface tension 
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under atmospheric pressure, enough to float a light 
hull, and high oxygen content without any dangerous 
mixture. Well, well. Okay, why doesn’t somebody 
go down and see if the sea-people will help? They 
don’t like Rann’s branch of the family, you said.” 

‘"They don’t like us, either,” said Faolan. “We stay 
out of the southern part of the sea. They wreck our 
ships, sometimes.” His bitter mouth twisted in a smile. 
“Did you want to go to them for help ?” 

Starke didn’t quite like the way Faolan sounded. “It 
was just a suggestion,” he said. 

Beudag rose, stretching, wincing as the stiffened 
wounds pulled her flesh. “Come on, Faolan. Let’s 
sleep.” 

He rose and laid his hand on her shoulder. Romna’s 
harpstring’s breathed a subtle little mockery of sound. 
The bard’s eyes w'ere veiled and sleepy. Beudag did 
not look at Starke, called Conan. 

Starke said, “What about me ?” 

“You stay chained,” said Faolan. “There’s plenty 
of time to think. As long as we have food — and the 
sea feeds us.” 

He followed Beudag through a curtained entrance to 
the left. Romna got up, slowly, slinging the harp over 
one white shoulder. He stood looking steadily into 
Starke’s eyes in the dying light of the fires. 

“I don’t know,” he murmured. 

Starke waited, not speaking. His face without 
expression. 

“Conan we knew. Starke we don’t know. Perhaps it 
would have been better if Conan had come back.” He 
ran his thumb absently over the hilt of the knife in his 
girdle. “I don’t know. Perhaps it would have been 
better for all of us if I’d cut your throat before Beudag 
came in.” 

Starke’s mouth twitched. It was not exactly a smile. 

“You see,” said the bard seriously, “to you, from 
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Outside, none of this is important, except as it touches 
you. But we live in this little world. We die in it. To 
us, it’s important.” 

The knife was in his hand now. It leaped up glitter- 
ing into the dregs of the firelight, and fell, and leaped 
again. 

“You fight for yourself, Hugh Starke. Kami also 
fights through you. I don’t know.” 

Starke’s gaze did not waver. 

Romna shrugged and put away the knife. “It is 
written of the gods,” he said, sighing. “1 hope they 
haven’t done a bad job of the writing.” 

He went out. Starke began to shiver slightly. It wag 
completely quiet in the hall. He examined his collar, 
the rivets, every separate link of the chain, the staple 
to which it was fixed. Then he sat down on the fur rug 
provided for him in place of the straw. 

The silent black hours that walked across his heart 
were worse than any he had spent in the Luna crypts. 

She came soft-shod, bearing a candle. Beudag, the 
Dagger-in-the-Sheath. Starke was not asleep. He rose 
and stood waiting. She set the candle on the table and 
came, not quite to him, and stopped. She wore a length 
of thin white cloth twisted loosely at the waist and 
dropping to her ankles. Her body rose out of it straight 
and lovely, touched mystically with shadows in the 
little wavering light. 

“Who are you?” she whispered. “What are you?” 

“A man. Not Conan. Maybe not Hugh Starke any 
more. Just a man.” 

“I loved the man called Conan, until . . .” She 
caught her breath, and moved closer. She put her 
hand on Starke’s arm. The touch went through him 
like white fire. The warm clean healthy fragrance of 
her tasted sweet in his throat. Her eyes searched his. 

“If Rann has such great powers, couldn’t it be that 
Conan was forced to do what he did ? Couldn’t it be 
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that Rann took his mind and moulded it her way, per- 
haps without his knowing it ?” 

“It could be.” 

“Conan was hot-tempered and quarrelsome, but 

he ...” 

Starke said slowly, “1 don’t think you could have 
loved him if he hadn’t been straight.” 

Her hand lay still on his forearm. She stood looking 
at him, and then her hand began to tremble, and in a 
moment she was crying, making no noise about it. 
Starke drew her gently to him. His eyes blazed 
yellowly in the candlelight. 

“Woman’s tears,” she said impatiently, after a bit. 
“I’ve been fighting too long, and losing, and I’m 
tired.” 

He let her step back, not far. “Do all the women of 
Croni Dhu fight like men.^” 

“If they want to. There have always been shield- 
maidens. And since Falga, I would have had to fight 
anyway, to keep from thinking.” She touched the 
collar on Starke’s neck. “And from seeing.” 

He thought of Conan in the market square, and 
Conan shaking his chain and gibbering in Faolan’s hall, 
and Beudag watching it. Starke’s fingers tightened. 
He slid his pahns upward along the smooth muscles 
of her arms, across the straight, broad planes of her 
shoulders, onto her neck, the proud strength of it 
pulsing under his hands. Her hair fell loose. He could 
feel the redness of it burning him. 

She whispered, “You don’t love me.” 

“No.” 

“You’re an honest man, Hugh Starke.” 

“You want me to kiss you.” 

“Yes.” 

“You’re an honest woman, Beudag.” 

Her lipa were hungry, paaaionate, touched with the 
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bitterness of tears. After a while Starke blew out the 
candle . . . 

“I could love you, Beudag.” 

“Not the way I mean,” 

“The way you mean. I’ve never said that to any 
woman before. But you’re not like any woman before. 
And — I’m a different man.” 

“Strange — so strange. Conan, and yet not Conan.” 

“I could love you, Beudag — if I lived.” 

Harpstrings gave a thrumming sigh in the darkness, 
the faintest whisper of sound. Beudag started, sighed, 
and rose from the fur rug. In a minute she had found 
flint and steel and got the candle lighted. Romna the 
bard stood in the curtained doorway, watching them. 

Presently he said, “You’re going to let him go.” 

Beudag said, “Yes.” 

Romna nodded. He did not seem surprised. lie 
walked across the dais, laying his harp on the table, 
and went into another room. He came back almost at 
once with a hacksaw. 

“Bend your neck,” he said to Starke. 

The metal of the collar was soft. When it was cut 
through Starke got his fingers under it and bent the 
ends outward, without trouble. His old body could 
never have done that. His old body could never have 
done a lot of things. He figured Rann hadn’t cheated 
him. Not much. 

He got up, looking at Beudag, Beudag’s head was 
dropped forward, her face veiled behind shining hair. 

“There’s only one possible way out of Crom Dhu,” 
she said. There was no emotion in her voice. “There’s 
a passage leading down through the rock to a secret 
harbour, just large enough to moor a skiff or two. 
Perhaps, with the night and the fog, you can slij) 
through Rann’s blockade. Or you can go aboard one of 
her ships, for Falga.” She picked up the candle, “i'll 
take you down.” 



27 



LORELEI OF THE RED MIST 

“Wait,” Starke said. “Whal about you ?” 

She glanced at him, surprised. “I’ll stay, of course.’’ 
He looked into her eyes. “It’s going to be hard to 
know each other that way.” 

“You can’t stay here, Hugh Starke. The people 
would tear you to pieces the moment you went into the 
street. They may even storm the hall, to take you. 
Look hero.” She set the candle down and led him to a 
narrow w'indow, drawing back the hide that covered it. 

“Over there,” said Beudag, “is the mainland. Crom 
Dhu is connected to it by a tongue of rock. The sea- 
folk hold the land beyond it, but we can hold the rock 
bridge as long as we live. We have enough water, 
enough food from the sea. But there’s no soil nor game 
on Crom Dhu. We’ll be paked after a while, without 
leather or flax, and we’ll have scurvy without grain and 
fruit. We’re beaten, unless the gods send us a miracle. 
And we’re beaten because of what was done at Falga. 
You ean see how the people feel.” 

Starke looked at the dark streets and the silent 
houses leaning on each other’s shoulders, and the mock- 
ing lights out in the fog. “Yeah,” he said. “I can see.” 
“Besides, there’s Faolan. I don’t know’ whether he 
believes your story. I don’t know' whether it would 
matter.” 

Starke nodded. “But you won’t come with me?” 
She turned away sharply and picked up the candle 
again. “Are you coming, Romna ?” 

The bard nodded. He slung his harp over his 
shoulder. Beudag held back the curtain of a small 
doorw’ay far to the side. Starke went through it and 
Romna followed, and Beudag went ahead with the 
candle. No one spoke. 

They went along a narrow passage, past store rooms 
and armouries. They paused once while Starke chose a 
knife, and Romna w’hispered : “Wait!” He listened 
intently. Starke and Beudag strained their ears along 
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with him. There was no sound in the sleeping dun. 
Romna shrugged. “I thought I heard sandals scraping 
stone,” he said. They went on. 

The passage lay behind a wooden door. It led down- 
ward steeply through the rock, a single narrow way 
without side galleries or branches. In some places there 
w'ere winding steps. It ended, finally, in a flat ledge 
low to the surface of the cove, which was a small cavern 
closed in with the black rock. Beudag set the candle 
down. 

There were two little skiffs built of some light metal 
moored to rings in the ledge. Two long sweeps leaned 
against the cave wall. They were of a different metal, 
oddly vaned. Beudag laid one across the thwarts of the 
nearest boat. Then she turned to Starke. Romna hung 
back in the shadows by the tunnel mouth. 

Beudag said guietlj', “Goodbye, man without a 
name.” 

“It has to be goodbye.” 

“I’m leader now, in Faolan’s place. Besides, these 
are my people.” Her fingers tightened on his wrists. 
“If you could . . .” Her eyes held a brief blaze of 
hope. Then she dropped her head and said, “I keep 
forgetting you’re not one of us. Goodbye.” 

“Goodbye, Beudag.” 

Starke put his arms around her. He found her mouth, 
almost cruelly. Her arms were tight about him, her 
eyes half closed and dreaming. Starke’s hands slipped 
upward, toward her throat, and locked on it. 

She bent back, her body like a steel bow. Her eyes 
got fire in them, looking into Starke’s but only for a 
moment. His fingers pressed expei'tly on the nerve 
centres. Beudag's head tell forward limply, and then 
Romna was on Starke's back and his knife was pricking 
Starke's throat. 

Starke caught his wrist and turned the blade aw’ay. 
Blood ran onto his chest, but the cut was not into the 
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artery. He threw himself backwards onto to the stone. 
Romna couldn’t get clear in time. The breath went 
out of him in a rushing gasp. He didn’t let go of the 
knife. Starke rolled over. The little man didn’t have 
a chance with him. He was tough and quick, but 
Starke’s sheer size smothered him. Starke could 
remember when Romna would not have seemed small 
to him. He hit the bard’s jaw with his fist. Romna’s 
head cracked hard against the stone. He let go of the 
knife. He seemed to be through fighting. Starke got 
up. He was siveating, breathing heavily, not because 
of his exertion. His mouth was glistening and eager, 
like a dog’s. His muscles twitched, his belly was hot 
and knotted with excitement. His yellow eyes had a 
strange look. 

He went back to Beudag. 

She lay on the black rock, on her back. Candlelight 
ran pale gold across her brown skin. Starke knelt, 
across her body, his weight pressed down against down 
against her harsh breathing. He stared at her. Sweat 
.stood out on his face. He took her throat between his 
(lands again. 

He watched the blood grow dark in her cheeks. He 
watched the veins coil on her forehead. He watched 
the redness blacken her lips. She fought a little, very 
vaguely, like someone moving in a dream. Starke 
breathed hoarsely, animal-like, through an open mouth. 

Then, gradually his bodj' became rigid. His hands 
froze, not releasing pressure, but not adding any. His 
yellow eyes widened. It was as though he were trying 
to see Beudag’s face and it was hidden in dense clouds. 

Back of him, back in the tunnel, was the soft, faint 
w'lusper of sandals on uneven rock. Sandals, walking 
slowly. Starke did not hear. Beudag’s face glimmered 
deep in a heavy mist below him, a blasphemy of a face, 
distorted, blackened. 
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Starke’s hands began to open. 

They opened slowly. Muscles stood like coiled ropes 
in his arms and shoulders, as though he moved them 
against heavy w’eights. His lips peeled back from his 
teeth. He bent his neck, and sweat dropped from his 
face and glittered on Beudag’s breast. 

Starke was now barely touching Beudag’s neck. She 
began to breathe again, painfully. 

Starke began to laugh. It was not nice laughter. 
“Rann,” he whispered. “Rann, you she-devil.” He 
half fell away from Beudag and stood up against the 
wall. He was shaking violently. “I wouldn’t use your 
hate for killing, so you tried to use my passion.” He 
cursed her in a flat sibilant whisper. He had never in 
his profane life really cursed anyone before. 

He heard an echo of laughter dancing in his brain. 

Starke turned. Faolan of the Ships stood in the 
tunnel mouth. His head was bent, listening, his blind 
dark eyes fixed on Starke as though he saw him. 

Faolan said softly, “I hear you, Starke. I hear the 
other breathing, but they don’t speak.” 

“They’re all right. I didn’t mean to do . . .” 

Faolan smiled. He stepped out on the narrow ledge. 
He knew where he was going, and his smile was not 
pleasant. 

“I heard your steps in the passage beyond my room. 
I knew Beudag was leading you, and where, and why. 
I would have been here sooner, but it’s a slow way in 
the dark.” 

The candle lay in his path. He felt the heat of it 
close to his leg, and stopped and felt for it, and ground 
it out. It was dark, then. Very dark, except for a faint 
smudgy glow from the scrap of ocean that lay along the 
cave floor. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Faolan said, “as long as I came 
in time.” 

Starke shifted his weight warily. “Faolan . . 

81 



LORELEI OF THE RED MIST 

**1 wanted you alone. On this night of all nights I 
wanted you alone. Beudag fights in my place now, 
Conan. My manhood needs proving.” 

Starke strained his eyes in the gloom, measuring the 
place where the skiff was moored. He didn’t want to 
light Faolan. In Faolan’s place he would have felt the 
same. Starke understood perfectly. He didn’t hate 
I aolan, he didn’t want to kill him, and he was afraid of 
llann’s power over him when his emotions got control. 
You couldn’t keep a determined man from killing you 
and still be uiiinvolved emotionally. Starke would be 
damned if he’d kill anyone to suit Rann. 

He moved silently, trying to slip past Faolan on the 
outside and get into the skiff. Faolan gave no sign of 
hearing him. Starke did not breathe. His sandals came 
down lighter than snowflakes. Faolan did not swerve. 
He would pass Starke with a toot to spare. They came 
abreast. 

Faolan’s hand shot out and caught in Starke’s long 
hair. The blind man laughed softly and closed in. 

Starke swung one from the floor. Do it the quickest 
way and get clear. But Faolan was fast. He came in 
so swiftly that Starke’s fist jarred harmlessly along his 
ribs. He was bigger than Starke, and heavier, and the 
darkness didn’t bother him. 

Starke bared his teeth. Do it quick, brother, and 
clear out 1 Or that green-eyed she-cat . . . Faolan’s 
brute bulk w'eiglied him down. Faolan’s arm crushed 
his neck. Faolan’s fist was knocking his guts loose. 
Starke got moving. 

He’d fought in a lot of places. He’d learned from 
stokers and tramps, Martian Low-Canalers, red-c3'ed 
Nahali in the running gutters of Lhi. He didn’t use his 
knife. He used his knees and feet and elbows and his 
hands, fist and, flat. It was a good fight. Faolan was 
a good fighter, but Starke knew more. 

One more, Starke thought. One more and he’s out. 



LOREI.EI OF THE RED MIST 

He drew back for it, and his iieel struck Romna, lying 
on the rock. He staggered, and Faolan caught him 
with a clean swinging blow. Starke fell backward 
against the cave wall. His head cracked the rock. Light 
flooded crimson across his brain and then paled and 
grew cooler, a wash of clear silver-green like water. He 
sank under it. . . . 

He was tired, desperately tired. His head ached. He 
wanted to rest, but he could feel that he was .sitting up, 
doing something that had to be done. He opened his 
eyes. 

He sat in the stern of a skiff. The long sweep was 
laid into its crutch ,held like a tiller bar against his 
body. The blade of the sweep trailed astern in the red 
sea, and where the metal touched there was a spurt of 
sliver fire and a swirling of brilliant motes. The skiff 
moved rapidly through the sullen fog, through a mist 
of blood in the hot Venusian night. 

Beudag crouched in the bow, facing Starke. She was 
bound securely with strips of the white cloth she had 
worn. Bruises showed dark on her throat. She was 
watching Starke with the intent, unwinking, perfectly 
expressionless gaze of a tigre.ss. 

Starke looked away, down at himself.- There was 
blood on his kilt, a brown smear of it across his chest. 
It was not his blood. He drew the knife slowly out of 
its sheath. The blade was dull and crusted, still a little 
wet. 

Starke looked at Beudag. His lips were .stiff, swollen. 
He moistened them and said hoarsely, “tVhat 
happened ?” 

She shook her head, slowly, not speaking. Her eyes 
did not waver. 

A black cold rage took hold of Starke and shook him. 
Rann ! He ro.se and went forward, letting the sweep go. 
where it would. He began to untie Beudag’s wrists. 

A shape swam toward them out of the red mist. A 
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longship with two heavy sweeps bursting fire astern and 
a slender figurehead shaped like a woman. A woman 
with hair and eye of aquamarine. It came alongside 
the skiff. 

A rope ladder spaked down. Men lined the low rail. 
Slender men with skin that glistened white like 
powdered snow, and hair the colour of distant shallows. 

One of them said, “Come aboard, Hugh Starke.” 

Starke went back to the sweep. It bit into the sea, 
sending the skiff in a swift arc away from Rann’s ship. 

Grapnels flew, hooking the skiff at thwart and gun- 
wale. Bows appeared in the hands of the men, wicked 
curving things with barbed metal shafts on the string. 
The man said again, politely, “Come aboard.” 

Hugh Starke finished untying Beudag. He didn’t 
speak. There seemed to be nothing to say. He stood 
back while she climbed the ladder and then followed. 
The skiff was cast loose. The longship veered away, 
gathering speed. 

Starke said, “Where are we going 

The man smiled. “To Falga.” 

Starke nodded. He went below with Beudag into a 
cabin with soft couches covered with spider-silk and 
panels of dark wood beautifully painted, dim fantastic 
scenes from the past of Rann’s people. They sat 
opposite each other. They still did not speak. 

They raised Falga in the opal dawn — a citadel of 
basalt cliffs rising sheer from the burning sea, with a 
long arm holding a harbour full of ships. There were 
green fields inland, and beyond, cloaked in the eternal 
mists of Venus, the Mountains of White Clouds lifted 
spacew’ard. Starke wished that he had never seen the 
Mountains of W’hite Cloud. Then, looking at his hands, 
lean and strong on his long thighs, he wasn’t so sure 
He thought of Rann waiting for him. Anger, excite- 
ment, a confused violence of emotion set him pacing 
nervously. 



34 



LORELEI OF THE RED MIST 

Beudag sat quietly, withdrawn, waiting. 

The longship threaded the crowded moorings and slid 
into place alongside a stone quay. Men rushed to make 
fast. 

Starke and Beudag went ashore. They might have 
been prisoners or honoured guests, surrounded by their 
escort from the ship. Streets ran back from the 
harbour, twisting and climbing crazily up the cliffs. 
Houses climbed on each other’s backs. It had begun to 
rain, the heavy steaming downpour of Venus, and the 
moist heat brought out the choking stench of people, 
too many people. 

There was something wrong. Starke realized it was 
the silence. In all that horde of humanity no one 
laughed, or sang, or shouted. Even the children never 
spoke above a whisper. Starke began to feel a littte 
sick. Their eyes had a look in them. . . . 

He glanced at Beudag, and away again. 

The waterfront streets ended in a sheer basalt face 
honeycombed with galleries. Starke’s party entered 
them, still climbing. They passed level after level of 
huge caverns, open to the sea. There was the same 
crowding, the same stench, the same silence. Eyes 
glinted in the half-light, bare feet moved furtively on 
stone. Somewhere a baby cried thinly, and was hushed 
at once. 

They came out on the cliff top, into the clean high 
air. There was a city here. Broad streets, lined with 
trees, low rambling villas of the black rock set in walled 
gardens, drowned in brilliant vines and giant ferns and 
flowers. Naked men and women worked in the gardens, 
or hauled carts of rubbish through the alleys, or hurried 
on errands, slipping furtively across the main streets 
where they intersected the mews. 

The party turned away from the sea, heading toward 
an ebon palace that sat like a crown above the city. 
The steaming rain beat on Starke’s bare body, and up 
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here you could get the smell of the rain, even through 
the heavy perfume of the flowers. You could smell 
Venus in the rain — musky and primitive and savagely 
alive, a fecund giantess with passion flowers in her out- 
stretched hands. Starke set his feet down like a panther 
and his eyes burned a smoky amber. 

They entered the palace of Rann. . . . 

She received them in the same apartment where 
Starke had come to after the crash. Through a broad 
archway he could see the high bed where his old body 
had lain before the life went out of it. The red sea 
steamed under the rain outside ,the rusty fog coiling 
languidly through the open arches of the gallery. Rann 
watched them lazily from a raised couch set massively 
into the wall. Her long sparkling legs sprawled 
arrogantly across the black spider-silk draperies. This 
time her tabard was a pale yellow. Her eyes were still 
the colour of shoal-water, still amused, still secret, still 
dangerous. 

Starke said, “So you made me do it after all.” 

“And you’re angry.” She laughed, her teeth showing 
white and pointed as bone needles. Her gaze held 
Starke’s. There was nothing casual about it. Starke’s 
hawk eyes turned molten yellow, like hot gold, and did 
not waver. 

Beudag stood like a bronze spear. Two of Rann’s 
palace guards stood behind her. 

Starke began to walk toward Rann. 

She watched him come. She let him get close enough 
to reach out and touch her, and then she said slyly, 
“It’s a good body, isn’t it ?” 

Starke looked at her for a moment. Then he laughed. 
He threw back his head and roared, and struck the 
great corded muscles of his belly with his fist. Presently 
he looked straight into Rann’s eyes and said ; 

“I know you,” 
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She nodded. “We know each other. Sit down, Hugh 
S.tarke.” She swung her long legs over to make room, 
half erect now, looking at Beudag. Starke sat down. 
He did not look at Beudag. 

Rann said, “Will jmur people surrender now ?” 
Beudag did not move, not even her eyelids. “If 
Faolan is dead — yes.” 

“And if he's not ?” 

Beudag stiffened. Starke did, too. 

“Then,” said Beudag quietly, “thej^’ll wait.” 

“Until he is ?” 

“Or until they must surrender.” 

Rann nodded. To the guards she said, “See that 
this woman is well fed and well treated.” 

Beudag and her escort had turned to go when Starke 
said, “Wait.” Th.e guards looked at Rann, who 
nodded, and glanced quizzically at Starke. Starke said : 
“Is Faolan dead r” 

Rann hesitated. Then she smiled. “No. You have 
the most damnably tough mind, Starke. You struek 
deep, but not deep enough. He may still die, but . . . 
No, he’s not dead.” She turned to Beudag and said 
with easy mockery, “You needn’t hold anger against 
Starke. I’m the one who should be angry.” Her eyes 
came back to Starke. They didn’t look angry. 

Starke said, “There’s something else. Conan — ^the 
Conan that used to be, before Falga.” 

“Beudag’s Conan.” 

“Yeah. Why did he betray his people?” 

Rann studied him. Her strange pale lips curved, her 
sharp white teeth glistening wickedly with barbed 
humour. Then she turned to Beudag. Beudag was still 
standing like a carved image, but her smooth muscles 
were ridged with tension, and her eyes were not the 
eyes of an image. 

“Conan or Starke,” said Rann, “she’s still Beudag, 
isn’t she ? All right. I’ll tell you. Conan betrayed his 
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people because I put it into his mind to do it. He 
fought me. He made a good fight of it. But he wasn’t 
quite as tough as you are, Starke.” 

There was a silence. For the first time since entering 
the room Hugh Starke looked at Beudag. After a 
moment she sighed and lifted her chin and smiled, a 
deep, faint smile. The guards walked out beside her, 
but she was more erect and lighter of step than either 
of them. 

“Weil,” said Rann, when they were gone, “and what 
about you, Hugh-Starke-Called-Conan.” 

“Have I any choice?” 

“1 always keep my bargains.” 

“Then give me my dough and let me clear the hell 
out of here.” 

“Sure that’s what you want?” 

“That’s what I want.” 

“You could stay a while, you know.” 

“With you.” 

Rann lifted her frosty-white shoulders. “I’m not 
pi'omising half my kingdom, or even part of it. But 
you might be amused.” 

“I got no sense of humour.” 

“Don’t you even want to see what happens to Crom 
Dhu ?” 

Starke got up. He said savagely, “The hell with 
Crom Dhu.” 

“And Beudag.” 

“And Beudag.” He stopped, then fixed Rann with 
uncompromising yellow eyes. “No. Not Beudag. 
\Vhat are you going to do to her ?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Don’t give me that.” 

“I say again, nothing. Whatever is done, her own 
people will do.” 

“What do you mean ?” 

“I mean that little Dagger-in-the-Sheath will be 
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rested, cared for, and fattened, for a few days. Then 1 
shall take her aboard my own ship and join the fleet 
before Crom Dhu. Beudag will be made quite comfort- 
able at the masthead, where her people can see her 
plainly. She will stay there until the Rock surrenders. 
It depends on her own people how long she stays. She’ll 
be given water. Not much, but enough.” 

Starke stared at her. He stared at her a long time. 
Then he spat deliberately on the floor and said in a 
perfectly flat voice : “How soon can I get out of here ?” 
Rann laughed, a small casual chuckle. “Humans,” 
she said, “are so damned queer. I don’t think I’ll ever 
understand them.” She reached out and struck a gong 
that stood in a carved frame beside the couch. The soft 
deep shimmering note had a sad quality of nostalgia. 
Rann lay back against the silken cushions and sighed. 
“Goodbye, Hugh Starke.” 

A pause. Then, regretfully : 

“Goodbye — Conan !” 

They had made good time along the rim of the Red 
Sea. One of Rann’s galleys had taken them to the edge 
of the Southern Ocean and left them on a narrow 
shringle beach under the cliffs. From there they had 
climbed to the rimrock and gone on foot — Hugh-Starke- 
Called-Conan and four of Rann’s arrogant shining men. 
They were supposed to be guide and escort. They were 
courteous, and they kept pace uncomplainingly though 
Starke marched as though the devil were pricking his 
heels. But they were armed, and Starke was not. 

Sometimes, very faintly, Starke was aware of Rann’s 
mind touching his with the velvet delicacy of a cat’s 
paw. Sometimes he started out of his sleep with her 
image sharp in his mind, her lips touched with the 
mocking, secret smile. He didn’t like that. He didn’t 
like it at all. 

But he liked even less the picture that stayed with 
him w’aking or sleeping. The picture he wouldnt’ look 
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at. The picture of a tall woman with hair like loose 
fire on her neck, walking on light proud feet between 
her guards. 

She’ll be given water, Rann said. Not much, but 
enough. 

Stake gripped the solid squareness of the box that 
held his million credits and set the miles reeling back- 
ward from under his sandals. 

On the fifth night one of Rann’s men spoke quietly 
across the campfire. “Tomorrow,” he said, “we’ll reach 
the jiass.” 

Starke got up and went away by himself, to the edge 
of the rimrock that fell sheer to the burning sea. He 
sat down. The red fog wrapped him like a mist of 
blood. He thought of the blood on Beudag’s body the 
first time he saw her. He thought of the blood on his 
knife, crusted and dried. He thought of the blood 
poured rank and smoking into the gutters of Crom 
Dhu. The fog has to be red, he thought. Of all the 
goddam colours in the universe, it has to be red. Red 
like Beudag’s hair. 

He set his fists against his temples and wished for 
his old body back again — the little stunted abortion 
that had clawed and scratched its way to survival 
through sheer force of mind. A most damnably tough 
mind, Rann had said. Yeah. It had had to be tough. 
But a mind was a mind. It didn’t have emotions. It 
just figured out something coldly and then went ahead 
and never questioned, and it controlled the body 
utterly, because the body was only the worthless 
machinery that carried the mind around. Worthless. 
Yeah. The few women he’d ever looked at had told 
him that — and he hadn’t even minded much. The old 
body hadn’t given him any trouble. 

He was having trouble now. 

Starke got up and walked. 

Tomorrow we reach the pass. 
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Water. She’ll be given teater. 'Not much, hut enough. 

Conan reached out and took hold of a spit of rock, 
and his muscles stood out like knotted ropes. ‘‘Oh, 
God,” he whispered, “what’s the matter with me?” 

“Lore.” 

It wasn’t God who answered. It was Rann. He saw 
her plainly in his mind, heard her voice like a silver 
bell. 

“Conan was a man, Hugh Starke. He was whole, 
body and heart and brain. He knew how to love, and 
with him it wasn’t women, but one woman — and her 
name was Beudag. I broke him, but it wasn’t easy. I 
can’t break you.” 

Starke stood for a long, long time. He did not move, 
except that he trembled. Then he took from his belt 
the box containing his million credits and threw it out 
as far as he could over the cliff edge. The red mist 
swallowed it up. He did not hear it strike the surface 
of the sea. Perhaps in that sea there was no splashing. 
He did not wait to find out. 

He turned back along the rimrock, toward a place 
where he remembered a cleft, or chimney, leading 
down. And the four shining men who wore Rann’s 
harness came silently out of the heavy luminous night 
and ringed him in. Their swordpoints caught sharp red 
glimmers from the sky. 

Starke had nothing on him but a kilt and sandals, 
and a cloak of tight-woven spider-silk that shed the 
rain. 

“Rann sent you ?” he said. 

The men nodded. 

“To kill me?” 

Again they nodded. The blood drained out of 
Starke’s face, leaving it grey and stony under the 
bronze. His hand went to hjs throat, over the gold 
fastening of his cloak. 

The four men closed in like dancers. 
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Starke loosed his cloak and swung it like a whip 
across their faces. It confused them for a second, for a 
heartbeat — no more, but long enough. Starke left two 
of them to tangle their blades in the heavy fabric and 
leaped aside. A sharp edge sl%)ped and turned along 
his ribs, and then he had reached in low and caught a 
man around the ankles, and used the thrashing body 
for a flail. 

The body was strangely light, as though the bones in 
it were no more than rigid membrane, like a fish. 

If he had stayed to fight, they would have finished 
him in seconds. They were fighting men, and quick. 
But Starke didn’t stay. He gained his moment’s grace 
and used it. They were hard on his heels, their points 
all but pricking his back as he ran, but he made it. 
Along the rimrock, out along a narrow tongue that 
jutted over the sea, and then outward, far outward, 
into red fog and dim fire that rolled around his 
plummeting body. 

Oh, God, he thought, if I guessed wrong and there is 
a beach. . . . 

The breath tore out of his lungs. His ears cracked, 
went dead. He held his arms out beyond his head, the 
thumbs locked together, his neck braced forward 
against the terrific upward push. He struck the surface 
of the sea. 

There was no splash. 

Dim coiling fire that drifted with infinite laziness 
around him, caressing his body with slow, tingling 
sparks. A feeling of lightness, as though his flesh had 
become one with the drifting fire. A sense of suffocation 
that had no basis in fact and gave way gradually to a 
strange exhilaration. There was no shock of impact, 
no crushing pressure. Merely a cushioning softness, like 
dropping into a bed of compressed air. Starke felt him- 
self turning end over end, pinwheel fashion, and then 
that stopped, so that he sank quietly and without haste 
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to the bottom. 

Or rather, into the crystalline upper reaches of what 
seemed to be a forest. 

He could see it spreading away along the downward- 
sloping floor of the ocean, into the vague red shadows 
distance. Slender fantastic trunks upholding a maze of 
delicate shining branches, without leaves or fruit. 

He couldn’t explain that feeling of deadliness. 
Nothing moved in the red drifts between the trunks. It 
was nothing about the trees themselves. It was just 
something he sensed. 

He began to move among I'.e upper branches, 
following the downward drop of the slope. 

He found that he could swim quite easily. Or per- 
haps it was more like flying. The dense gas buoyed 
him up, almost balancing the w'eight of his body, so 
that it was easy to swoop along, catching a crystal 
branch and using it as a lever to throw himself forward 
to the next one. 

He went deeper and deeper into the heart of the 
forbidden Southern Ocean. Nothing stirred. The fairy 
forest stretched limitless ahead. And Starke was afraid. 

Rann came into his mind abruptly. Her face, clearly 
outlined, was full of mockery. 

“I’m going to w'atch you die, Hugh-Starke-Called 
Conan. But before you die. I’ll show you something. 
Look.” 

Her face dimmed, and in its place was Crom Dhu 
rising bleak into the red fog, the longships broken and 
sunk in the harbour, and Rann’s fleet around it in a 
shining circle. 

One ship in particular. The flagship. The vision in 
Starke’s mind rushed toward it, narrowed down to the 
masthead platform. To the woman who stood there, 
naked, erect, her body lashed tight with thin cruel 
cords. 

A woman with red hair blowing in the slow wind, 
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and blue eyes that looked straight ahead like a falcon’s, 
at Crom Dhu. 

Beudag. 

Rann’s laughter ran across the picture and blurred 
it like a ripple of ice-cold water. 

“You’d have done better,” she said, “to take the 
clean steel when 1 offered it to you.” 

She was gone, and Starke’s mind was as empty and 
cold as the the mind of a corpse. He found that he was 
standing still, clinging to a branch, his face upturned 
as though by some blind instinct, his sight blurred. 

Ke had never cried before in all his life, nor prayed. 

There was no such thing as time, down there in the 
smoky shadows of the sea bottom. It might have been 
minutes or hours later that Hugh Starke discovered he 
was being hunted. 

There were three of them, slipping easily among the 
shining branches. They were pale golden, almost phos- 
phorescent, about the size of large hounds. Their eyes 
w'ere huge, jewel-like in their slim sharp faces. They 
possessed four members that might have been legs and 
arms, retracted now against their arrowing bodies. 
Golden membranes spread wing-like from head to 
flank, and they moved like wings, balancing expertly 
the thrust of the flat, powerful tails. 

They could have closed in on him easily, but they 
didn’t seem to be in any hurry. Starke had sense 
enough not to wear himself out trying to get away. He 
kept on going, watching them. He discovered that the 
crystal branches could be broken, and he selected him- 
self one with a sharp forked tip, shoving it swordwise 
under his belt. He didn’t suppose it would do much 
good, but it made him feel better. 

He wondered why the things didn’t jump him and 
get it over with. They looked hungi-y enough, the way 
they were showing him their teeth. But they kept 
about the same distance away, in a sort of crescent 
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formation, and every so often the ones on the outside 
would make a tentative dart at him, then fall back as 
he swerved away. It wasn't like being hunted so much 

as . . . 

The things weren’t hunting him at all. They were 
herding him. 

There was nothing he could do about it. He tried 
stopping, and they swooped in and snapped at him, 
working expertly together so that white he was trying 
to stab one of them with his clumsy weapon, the others 
were worrying his heels like sheepdogs at a recalcitrant 
wether. 

Starke, like the wether, bowed to the inevitable and 
went where he was driven. The golden hounds showed 
their teeth in animal laughter and sniffed hungrily at 
the thread of blood he left behind him in the slow red 
coils of fire. 

After a while he heard the music. 

It seemed to be some sort ot a harp, with a strange 
quality ot vibration in the notes. 

The golden hounds began to fret with excitement, 
spreading their shining wings, driving him impatiently 
faster through the crystal branches. 

Starke could feel the vibration growing in him— the 
very fibres of his muscles shuddering in sympathy with 
the unearthly harp. He guessed there was a lot of 
music he couldn’t hear. Too high, too low for his ears 
to register. But he could feel it. 

He began to go faster, not because of the hounds, but 
because he wanted to. The deep quivering in his flesh 
excited him. He began to breathe harder, partly 
because of increased exertion, and some chemical 
quality of the mixture he breathed made him slightly 
drunk. 

He could see everything quite clearly in the time it 
took him to float from the top of the last tree to the 
floor of the plain. He had no idea how long a time that 
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was. It didn’t matter. It was one of those moments 
when time doesn’t have any meaning. 

The rim of the forest fell away in a long curve that 
melted glistening into the spark-shot sea. From it the 
plain stretched out, a level glassy floor of black 
obsidian, the spew of some long-dead volcano. Or was 
it dead ? It seemed to Starke that the light here was 
redder, more vital, as though he were close to the 
source from which it sprang. 

He saw the flock, herded by more of the golden 
hounds, And he saw the shepherd, with the harp held 
silent between his hands. 

The flock moved sluggishly, phosphorescently. 

One hundred, two hundred silent, limply floating 
warriors drifting down the red dimness. In pairs, 
singly, or in pallid clusters they came. The golden 
hounds winged silently, leisurely around them, 
channeling them in tides that sluiced toward the 
fantastic ebon city. 

The shepherd stood, a crop of obsidian, turning his 
shark-pale face. His sharp, aquamarine eyes found 
Starke. His silvery hand leapt beckoning over hard- 
threads, striking them a blow. Reverberations ran out, 
seized Starke, shook him. He dropped his crystal 
dagger. 

Hot screen of fire exploded in his eyes, bubbles 
whirled and danced in his ear-drums. He lost all 
muscular control. His dark head fell forward against 
the thick blackness of hair on his chest ; his golden eyes 
dissolved into weak, inane j-ellow, and his mouth 
loosened. Fie wanted to fight, but it was useless. This 
shepherd was one of the sea-people he had come to see, 
and one way or another he would see him. 

Dark blood filled his aching eyes. He felt himself led, 
nudged, forced first this way, then that. A golden 
hound slipped by, gave him a pressure which rolled 
him over into a current of sea-blood. It ran down past 
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where the shepherd stood with only a harp for a 
weapon. 

Starke wondered dimly whether these other warriors 
in the flock, drifting, were dead or alive like himself. 
He had another surprise coming. 

They were all Rann’s men. Men of Falga. Silver 
men with burning green hair. Rann’s men. One of 
them, a huge warrior coloured like powdered salt, 
wandered aimlessly by on another tide, his green eyes 
dull. He looked dead. 

What business had the sea-people with the dead 
warriors of Falga ? Why the hounds and the shepherd’s 
harp ? Questions eddied like lifted silt in Starke’s 
tired, hanging head. Eddied and settled flat. 

Starke joined the pilgrimage. 

The hounds with deft fliekerirgs of wings, ushered 
him into the midst of the flock. Bodies brushed against 
him. Cold bodies. He wanted to cry out. The cords 
of his neck constricted. In his mind the cry went 
forward : 

“Are you alive, men of Falga?” 

No answer ; but the drift of scarred, pale bodies. The 
eyes in them knew nothing. They had forgotten Falga. 
They had forgotten Rann for whom they had lifted 
blade. Their tongues lolling in mouths asked nothing 
but sleep. They were getting it. 

The harp spoke and the golden hounds obeyed. The 
harp spoke and the bodies tw’isted uneasily, as in a 
troubled sleep. A triple chord of it came straight at 
Starke. His fingers clenched. 

“ — and the dead shall walk again — ” 

Another ironic ripple of music. 

“—and Rann’s men will rise again, this time against 
her — ” 

Starke had time to feel a brief, bewildered shivering, 
before the current hurled him forward. Clamouring 
drunkenly, witlessly all about him, the dead, muscle- 



47 



LORELEI OF THE RED MIST 

less warriors of Falaga, tried to crush past him, all of 
them at once . . . 

Starke was alone. Falga’s warrior’s had gone off along 
a dim subterranean vent, vanished. Now the faint 
beckoning of harp and the golden hounds behind him, 
turned him down a passage that opened out into a large 
circular stone room, one end of wliieh opened out into 
a hall, Around the ebon ceiling, slender schools of fish 
swam. It was their bright effulgence that gave light to 
the room. They had been there, breeding, eating, 
dying, a thousand years, giving light to the place, and 
they would be there, breeding and djing, a thousand 
more. 

The harp faded until it was only a murmur. 

Starke found his feet. Strength returned to him. He 
was able to see the man in the centre of the room well. 
Too well. 

It had been dead a long time. It was gaseous with 
decomposition and it wanted to rise to the surface of 
the Red Sea. The chains prevented this. Its arms 
weaved like white scarves before a sunken white faee. 
Black hair trembled on end. 

He was one of Faolan’s men. One of the Rovers. 
One of those who had gone down at Falga because of 
Conan. 

His name was Geil. 

Starke remembered. 

The part of him that was Conan remembered the 
name. 

The dead lips moved. 

‘“Conan. tVhat luck is this 1 Conan. I make you 
welcome.” 

The words were cruel, the lips around them loose and 
dead. It seemed to Starke an anger and embittered 
wrath lay deep in those hollow eyes. The lips twitched 
again. 

“I went down at Falga for you and Rann, Conan. 
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Remember ?” 

Part of Starke remembered and twisted in agony. 

“We’re all here, Conan. All of us. Clev and iVlannt 
arid Bron and Aesur. Remember Aesur, who could 
shape metal over his spine, prying it with his fingers ? 
Aesur is here, big as a sea-monster, waiting in a niehe, 
cold and loose as string. The sea-shepherds collected 
us. Collected us for a purpo.se of irony. Look!” 

The boneless fingers hung out, as in a wind, pointing. 

Starke turned slowly, and his heart pounded an 
uneven, shattering drum beat. His jaw clinched and 
his eyes blurred. That part of him that was Conan 
cried out. Conan was so much of him and he so much 
of Cenan it was impossible for a cleavage. They’d 
grovm together like pearl material around saiid-sj)ecule, 
layer on layer. Starke cried out. 

In the hall which this circular room overlooked, 
stood a thousand men. 

In lines of fifty acro.ss, shoulder to shoulder, the men 
of Crom Dim stared unseeingly up at Starke. Here and 
there a face became shockingly familiar. Old memory 
cried their names. 

“Bron! Cley 1 Mannt ! Aesur!” 

The collected decomposition of their bodily fluids 
raised them, drifted them above the flaggings. Each of 
them was chained, like Geil. 

Geil whispered, “We have made a union with the 
men of Falga!” 

Starke pulled back. 

“Falga!” 

“In death, all men are equals.” He took his time 
with it. He was in no hurry. Dead bodies under-sea 
are never ui a hurry. They sort of bump and drift and 
bide their time. “The dead serve those who give them 
a semblance of life. Tomorrow we march against Crom 
Dhu.” 

“You’re crazy I Crom Dhu is your home I It’s the 
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place of Beudag and P'aolan ” 

“And — ” interrupted the hanging corpse, quietly, 
“Conan ? Eh ?” He laughed. A crystal dribble of 
bubbles ran up from the slack mouth. “Especially 
Conan. Conan who sank us at Falga . . .” 

Starke moved swiftly. Nobody stopped him. He had 
the forpse’s short blade in an instant. Geil’s chest 
made a cold, silent sheathe for it. The blade went like 
a fork through butter. 

Coldly, without noticing this, Geil’s voice spoke out : 

“Stab me, cut me. You can’t kill me any deader. 
Make sections of me. Play butcher. A flank, a hand, 
a heart ! And while you’re at it. I’ll tell you the plan.” 

Snarling, Starke seized the blade out again. With 
blind violence he gave sharp blow after blow at the 
body, cursing bitterly, and the body took each blow, 
rocking in the red tide a little, and said with a matter- 
of-fact tone : 

“We’ll march out of the sea to Crom Dhu’s gates. 
Ramna and the others, looking down, recognizing us, 
will have the gates thrown wide to welcome us.” The 
head tilted lazily, the lips peeled wide and folded down 
languidly over the words. “Think of the elation, 
Conan ! The moment when Bron and Mannt and 
\esur and I and yourself, yes, even yourself, Conan, 
return to Crom Dhu !” 

Starke saw it, vividly. Saw it like a tapestry woven 
for him. He stood back, gasping for breath, his nostrils 
flaring, seeing what his blade had done to Geil’s body, 
and seeing the great stone gates of Crom Dhu crashing 
open. The deliberation. The happiness, the elation to 
Faolan and Romna to see old friends returned. Old 
Rovers, long thought dead. Alive again, come to help ! 
It made a picture ! 

With great deliberation, Starke struck flat across 
before him. 

Geil’s head, severed from its lazy body, began, with 
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infinite tiredness, to float toward the ceiling. As it 
travelled upward, now facing, now hobbling the back 
of its skull toward Starke, it finished its nightmare 
speaking : 

“And then, once inside the gates, what then, Conan ? 
Can you guess ? Can you guess what we’ll do, Conan ?” 
Starke stared at nothingness, the sword trembling in 
his fist. From far away he heard Geil’s voice : 

“ — we will kill Faolan in his hall. He will die with 
surprised lips. Romna’s harp will lie in his dis- 
embowelled stomach. His heart with its last pulsings 

will sound the strings. And as for Beudag ” 

Starke tried to push the thoughts away, raging and 
helpless. Geil’s body was no longer anything to look 
at. He had done all he could to it. Starke’s face was 
bleached white and scraped down to the insane bone of 
it, “You’d kill your own people !” 

Geil’s separated head lingered at the ceiling, light- 
fish illuminating its ghastly features. “Our people ? 
But we have no people. We’re another race now. The 
dead. We do the bidding of the sea-shepherds.” 

Starke looked out into the hall, then he looked at 
the circular wall. 

“Okay,” he said, without tone in his voice. “Come 
out. Wherever you’re hiding and using this voice- 
throwing act. Come on out and talk straight.” 

In answer, an entire section of ebon stones fell back 
on silent hingework. Starke saw a long slender black 
marble table. Six people sat behind it in carven mid- 
night thrones. 

They were all men. Naked except for film-like 
garments about their loins. They looked at Starke with 
no particular hatred or curisity. One of them cradled 
a harp. It was the shepherd who’d drawn Starke 
through the gate. Amusedly, his webbed fingers lay on 
the strings, now and then bringing out a clear sound 
from one of the two hundred strands. 
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The shepherd stopped Starke’s rush forward with a 
cry of that harp ! 

The blade in his hand was red hot. He dropped it. 
The shepherd put a head on the story. “And then ? 
And then we will march Rann’s dead warriors all the 
way to Falga. There, Rann’s people, seeing the 
warriors, will be overjoyed, hysterical to find their 
friends and relations returned. They, too, will fling 
wide Falga’s defences. And death will walk in, 
disguised as resurrection.” 

Starke nodded, slowly, wdping his hand across his 
cheek. “Back on Earth we call that psychology. Good 
psychology. But will it fool Rann ?” 

“Rann will be with her ships at Crom Dhu. tVhile 
she’s gone, the innocent population will let in their 
lost warriors gladly.” The shepherd had amused green 
eyes. He looked like a youth of some .seventeen years. 
Deceptively young. If Starke guessed right, the youth 
was nearer to two centuries old. That’s how you lived 
and looked when you were under the Red Sea. Some- 
thing about the emanations of it kept part of you 
young. 

Starke lidded his yellow hawk’s eyes thoughtfully. 
“You’ve got all aces. You’ll win. But what’s Crom 
Dhu to you ? Why not just Rann ? She’s one of you, 
you hate her more than you do the Rovers. Her 
ancestors came up on land, you never got over hating 
them for that ” 

She shepherd shrugged. “Toward Crom Dhu we 
have little actual hatred. Except that they are by 
nature land-men, even if they do rove by boat, and 
pillage. One day they might try their luck on the 
sunken devices of this city.” 

Starke put a hand out. “We’re fighting Rann, too. 
Don’t forget, we’re on your side!” 

“Whereas we are on no one’s,” retorted the green- 
haired youth, “Except our own. Welcome to the army 
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which will attack Crorn Dhu.” 

“Me ! By the gods, over my dead body !” 

“That,” said the youth amusedly, “is what we 
intend. We’ve worked many years, you see, to perfect 
the plan. We’re not much good out on land. We 
needed bodies that could do the work for us. So, every 
time Faolan lost a ship or Rann lost a ship, we were 
there with our golden hounds, waiting. Collecting. 
Saving. Waiting until we had enough of each side's 
warriors. They’ll do the fighting for us. Oh, not for 
long, of course. The Scource energy will give them a 
semblance of life, a momentary electrical ability of 
w’alk and combat, but once out of water they’ll last 
only half an hour. But that should be time enough 
once the gates of Crom Dhu and Falga are open.” 

Starke said, “Rann wdll find some way around you. 
Get her first. Attack Crom Dhu the following day.” 

The youth deliberated. “You’re stalling. But there’s 
sense in it. Rann is most important. We’ll get Falga 
first, then. You’ll have a bit of time in which to raise 
false hopes.” 

Starke began to get sick again. The room swam. 

Very quietly, very easily, Rann came into his mind 
again. He felt her glide in like tJiC merest touch of a 
sea fern weaving in a tide pool. 

He closed his mind down, but not before she 
snatched at a shred of thought. Her aquamarine eyes 
reflected desire and inquiry. 

“Hugh Starke, you’re with the sea people ?” 

Her voice w’as soft. He shook his head. 

“Tell me, Hugh Starke. How are you plotting 
against Falga ?” 

He said nothing. He thought nothing. He shut his 
eyes. 

Her fingernails glittered, raking at his mind. “Tell 
me !” 

His thoughts rolled tightly into a metal sphere which 
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nothing could dent. 

Ilann laughed unpleasantly and leaned forward until 
she filled every dark horizon of his skull with her 
shimmering body. “All right I gave you Conan’s body. 
Now I’ll take it away.” 

She struck him a combined blow of her eyes, her 
writhing lips, her bone-sharp teeth. “Go back to your 
old body, go back to your old body, Hugh Starke,” she 
hissed. “Go back ! Leave Conan to his idiocy. Go 
back to your old body!” 

Fear had him. He fell down upon his face, quivering 
and jerking. You could fight a man with a sword. But 
how could you fight this thing in your brain ? He began 
to suck sobbing breaths through his lips. He was 
screaming. He could not hear himself. Her voice 
rushed in from the dim outer red universe, destroying 
him. 

“Hugh Starke ! Go back to your old body !” 

His old body was — dead I 

And she was sending him back into it. 

Part of him shot endwise through red fog. 

He lay on a mountain plateau overlooking the 
harbour of Falga. 

Red fog coiled and snaked around him. Flame birds 
dived eerily down at his staring, blind eyes. 

His old body held him. 

Putrefaction stuffed his nostrils. The flesh sagged 
and slipped greasily on his loosened structure. He felt 
small again and ugly. Flame birds nibbled, picking, 
choosing betw’een his ribs. Pain gorged him. Cold, 
blackness, nothingness filled him. Back in his old 
body. Forever. 

He didn’t want that. 

The plateau, the red fog vanished. The flame birds, 
too. 

“That was just a start,” Rann told him. “Next 
time, I’ll leave you up there on the plateau in that 
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body. Now, will you tell the plans of the sea people ? 
And go on living in Conan? He’s yours, if you tell.” 
She smirked. “You don’t want to be dead.” 

Starke tried to reason it out. Any way he turned wag 
the wrong way. He grunted out a breath. “If I tell, 
you’ll still kill Beudag.” 

“Her life in exchange for what you know, Hugh 
Starke.” 

Her answer was too swift. It had the sound of 
treachery. Starke did not believe. He would die. That 
would solve it. Then, at least, Rann would die when 
the sea people carried out their strategy. That much 
revenge, at least, damn it. 

Then he got the idea. 

He coughed out a laugh, raised his weak head to look 
at the startled sea shepherd. His little dialogue with 
had taken about ten seconds, actually, but it had 
seemed a century. The sea shepherd stepped forward. 

Starke tried to get to his feet. “Got — got a 
proposition for you. You with the harp. Rann’s inside 
me. Now. Unless you guarantee Crom Dhu and 
Beudag’s safety. I’ll tell her some things she might 
want to be in on !” 

The sea-shepherd drew a knife. 

Starke shook his head, coldly. “Put it away. Even 
if you get me I’ll give the whole damned strategy to 
Rann.” 

The sea-shepherd dropped his hand. He was no fool. 

Rann tore at Starke’s brain. “Tell me ! Tell me 
their plan !” 

He felt like a guy in a revolving door. Starke got the 
sea-men in focus. He saw that they were afraid now, 
doubtful and nervous. “I’ll be dead in a minute,” said 
Starke. “Promise me the safety of Crom Dhu and I’ll 
die without telling Rann a thing.” 

The sea shepherd hesitated, then raised his palm 
upward. “I promise,” he said. “Crom Dhu will go 
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uiiiouchcd.” 

Starke sighed. He let his head fall forward until it 
hit the floor. Then he rolled over, put his hands over 
his eyes. ”It's a deal. Go give Rann hell for me, w’ill 
you, boys ? Give her hell !” 

As he drifted into mind darkness, Rann waited for 
him. Feebly, he told her, “Okay, duchess. You’d kill 
me even if I’d told you the idea. I’m ready. Try your 
god-awfullest to shove me back into that stinking body 
of mine. I’ll fight you all the way there !’’ 

Rann screamed. It was a pretty frustated scream. 
Then the pains began. She did a lot of work on his 
mind in the next minute. 

That part of him that was Conan held on like a clam 
holding to its precious contents. 

The odour of putrid flesh returned. The blood mist 
returned. The flame birds fell down at him in spirals of 
sparks and blistering smoke, to winnow his naked ribs. 

Starke spoke one last word before the blackness took 
him. 

“Beudag.’’ 

He never expected to awaken again. 

He awoke just the same. 

There was red sea all around him. He lay on a kind 
of stone bed, and the young sea shepherd sat beside 
him, looking down at him, smiling delicately. 

Starke did not dare move for a while. He was afraid 
his head might fall off and whirl away like a big fish, 
using its ears as propellers. “Lord,” he muttered, 
barely turning his head. 

The sea creature stirred. “You won. You fought 
Rann, and won.” 

Starke groaned, “I feel like something passed 
through a wild-cat’s intestines. She’s gone. Rann’s 
gone.” He felt of his big, flat-muscled body. “She was 
bluffing. Trying to drive me batty. Sbe knew she 
couldn’t really tuck me back into that carcass, but she 
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didn’t want me to know. It was like a baby’s night- 
mare before it’s born. Or maybe you haven’t got a 
memory like me.” He rolled over, stretching. “She 
won’t ever get in my head again. I’ve locked the gate 
and swallowed the key.” His eyes dilated. “What’s 
your name?” 

“Linnl,” said the man with the harp. “You didn’t 
tell Rann our strategy ?” 

“What do you think ?” 

Linnl smiled sincerely. “I think I like you, man of 
Crom Dhu. I think I like your hatred for Rann. 1 
think I like the way you handled the entire matter, 
wanted to kill Rann and save Crom Dhu, and being so 
willing to die to accomplish either.” 

“That’s a lot of thinking. Yeah, and w’hat about 
that promise j'ou made ?” 

“It will be kept.” 

He laughed in little starts and stops, his eyes shut. 

“Will you let me take care of Rann when the time 
comes ?” 

His fingers groped hungrily upward, closed on an 
imaginary figure of her, pressed, tightened, choked. 

Linnl said, “She’s yours. I’d like the pleasure, but 
you have as much if not more of a revenge to take. 
Come along. We start now. You’ve been asleep for 
one entire period.” ' 

Starke let himself down gingerly. He didn’t want 
to break a leg off. He felt if someone touched him he 
might disintegrate. 

He managed to let the tide handle him, do all the 
work. He swam carefully after Linnl down three 
passageways where an occasional silver inhabitant of 
tl?e city slid by. 

Drifting below them in a vast square hall, each 
gravitating but imprisoned by leg-shackles, the 
warriors of Falga looked up with pale cold eyes at 
Starke and Linnl. 
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"Men of Falga !” 

Linnl plucked a series of harp-threads. 

“Aye.” A deep suggestion of sound issued from a 
thousand dead lips. 

“We go to sack Kami’s citadel !” 

“Rann !” came the muffled thunder of voices. 

At the sound of another tune, the golden hounds 
appeared. They touched the chains. The men of Falga, 
released, danced through the red sea substance. 

Siphoned into a valve mouth, they were drawn out 
into a great volcanic courtyard. Starke went close 
after. He stared down into a black ravine, at the 
bottom of which was a blazing caldera. 

This was the Source Life of the Red Sea. Here it had 
begun a millenium ago. Here the savage cyclones of 
sparks and fire energy belched up, shaking titanic 
black gardens walls, causing currents and whirlpools 
that threatened to suck you forward and shoot you 
violently up to the surface, in cannulas of force, thrust, 
in capillaries of ignited mist, in chutes of colour that, 
threatened to cremate but only exhilarated you, gave 
you a seething rebirth ! 

He braced his legs and fought the suction. An 
unbelievable sinew of fire sprang up from out the 
ravine, crackling and roaring. 

The men of Falga did not fight the attraction. 

They moved forward in their silence and hung over 
the incandescence. 

The vitality of the Source grew upward in them. It 
seemed to touch their sandalled toes first, and then by 
a process of shining osmosis, climb up the limbs, into 
the vitals, delineating their strong bone structure as 
mercury delineates the glass thermometer with a rise 
of temperature. The bones flickered like carved 
polished ivory through the momentarily film-like flesh. 
The ribs of a thousand men expanded like silvered 
spider legs, clenched, then expanded again. Their 
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spines straightened, their shoulders flattened back. 
Their eyes, the last to take the fire, now were ignited 
and glowed like caudles in refurbished sepulchres. The 
chins snapped up, the entire outer skins of their bodies 
broke into silver brilliance. 

Swimming through the storm of energy like night- 
mare figments, entering cold, they reached the far side 
of the ravine resembling smelted metal from blast 
furnaces. When they brushed into one another, purple 
sparks sizzled, jumped from head to head, from hand 
to hand. 

Linnl touched Starke’s arm. “You’re next.” 

“No, thank you.” 

“Afraid?” laughed the harp-shepherd. “You’re 
tired. It will give you new life. You’re next.” 

Starke hesitated only for a moment. Then he let the 
tide drift him rapidly out. He was afraid. Damned 
afraid. A belch of fire caught him as he arrived in the 
core of the ravine. He was wrapped in layers of ecstasy. 
Beudag pressed against him. It was her consuming 
hair that netted him and branded him. It was her 
warmth that crept up his body into his chest and into 
his head. 

Waiting on the other side of the ravine were a 
thousand men of Falga. What sounded like a thousand 
harps began playing now, and as Starke reached the 
other side, the harps began marching, and the warriors 
marched with them. They vi'ere still dead, but you 
would never know it. There were no minds inside those 
bodies. The bodies were being activated from outside. 
But you would never know it. 

They left the city behind. In embering ranks, the 
soldier-fighters were led by golden hounds and distant 
harps to a place where a huge intra-coastal tide swept 

by. 

They got on the tide for a free ride. Linnl beside 
him, using his harp, Starke felt himself sucked down 
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Uirough a deep where strange monsters sprawled. They 
looked at Starke with hungry eyes. But the harp wall 
swept them back. 

Starke glanced about at the men. They don’t know 
what they’re doing, he thought. Going home to kill 
their parents and their children, to set the flame to 
Falga, and they don’t know it. Their alive-but-dead 
faces tilted up, always upward, as though visions of 
Kami’s citadel were there. 

He sent his mind ahead, subtly Runn. Rann. The 
only answer was the move of silver bodies through the 
liery deeps. 

Just before dawn they broke the surface of the sea. 

Falga drowsed in the red-smeared fog silence. Its 
slave streets were empty and dew-covered. High up, 
the first light was bathing Rann’s gardens and setting 
her citadel aglow. 

Linnl lay in the shallows beside Starke. They both 
were smiling half-cruel smiles. They had waited long 
for this. 

Linnl nodded. “This is the day of the carnival. 
Fruit, wine and love will be offered the returned 
soldiers of Rann. In the streets there’ll be dancing.” 

Far over to the right lay a rise of mountain. At its. 
blunt peak — Starke started at it intently — rested a 
body of a little, scrawny Earthman, with flame-birds 
clustered on it. He’d climb that mountain later. When 
it was over and there was time. 

“What are you searching for?” asked Linnl. 

Starke’s voice was distant. “Someone I used to 
know.” 

Filing out on the stone quays, their rustling sandals 
eroded by time, the men stood clean and bright. Starke 
paced, a caged animal, at their centre, so his d«,rk 
body would pass unnoticed. 

Tliey were seen. 

The cliff guard looked down over the clir.y slave 
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dwellings, from their arrow galleries, and set up a cry. 
Hands waved, pointed frosty white in the dawn. More 
guards loped down the ramps and galleries, meeting, 
joining others and coming on. 

Linnl, in the sea by the quay, suggested a theme on 
the harp. The other harps took it up. The shuddering 
music lifted from the water and with a gentle firmness, 
set the dead feet marching down the quays, upward 
through the narow, stifling alleys of the slaves, to meet 
the guard. 

Slave people peered out at them tiredly from their 
choked quarters. The passing of warriors was old to 
them, of no significance. 

These warriors carried no weapons. Starke didn’t 
like that part of it. A length of chain even, he wanted. 
But this emptiness of the hands. His teeth ached from 
too long a time of clenching his jaws tight. The muscles 
of his arms were feverish and nervous. 

At the edge of the slave community, at the cliff base, 
the guard confronted them. Running down off the 
galleries, swords naked, they ran to intercept what they 
took to be an enemy. 

The guard stopped in blank confusion. 

The captain of the guard came down warily, his green 
eyes suspicious. The suspicion faded. His face fell 
apart. He had lain on his fur pelts for months think- 
ing of hi son who had died to defend Falga. 

Now his son stood before him. Alive. 

The captain forgot he was captain. He forgot every- 
thing. His sandals scraped over stones. You could 
hear the air go out of his lungs and come back in a 
numbed prayer. 

“My son ! In Rann’s name. They said you were 
slain by Faolan’s men one hundred darknesses ago. My 
son !” 

A harp tinkled somewhere. 

The son stepped forward, smiling. 
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They embraced. The son said nothing. He couldn’t 
speak. 

This was the signal for the others. The whole guard, 
shocked and surprised, put away their swords and 
sought out old friends, brothers, fathers, uncles, sons 1 

They moved up the galleries, the guard and the 
returned W'arriors. Starke in their midst. Threading up 
the cliff, through passage after passage, all talking at 
once; Or so it seemed. The guards did the talking. 
None of the dead warriors replied. They only seemed 
to. Starke heard the music strong and clear every- 
where. 

They reached the green gardens atop the cliff. By 
the entire city was awake. Women came running, bare- 
breasted and sobbing, and throwing themselves forward 
into the ranks of their lovers. Flowers showered over 
them. 

“So this is war,’’ muttered Starke, uneasily. 

They stopped in the centre of the great gardens. The 
crowd milled happily, not yet aware of the strange 
silence from their men. They were too happy to notice. 

“Now,” cried Starke to himself. “Now’s the time. 
Now!” 

As if in answer, a wild skirling of harps out of the 
sky. 

The crowd stopped laughing only when the returned 
warriors of Falga swept forward, their hands lifted and 
groping before them . . . 

The crying in the streets was like a far siren wailing. 
Metal made a harsh clangour that was sheathed in 
silence at the same moment metal found desh to lie in. 
A vicious pantomime was concluded in the green moist 
gardens. 

Starke watched from Rann’s empty citadel. Fog 
plumes strolled by the archways and a thick rain fell. 
It came like a blood squall and washed the garden 
below until you could not tell rain from blood. 
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The returned warriors had gotten their swords by 
now. First they killed tliose nearest them in the cele- 
bration, Then they took the weapons from the victims. 
It was very simple and very unpleasant. 

The slaves had joined battle now. Swarming up from 
the slave town, plucking up fallen daggers and short 
swords, they circled the gardens, happening upon the 
arrogant shining warriors of Rann who had so far 
escaped the quiet, deadly killing of the alive-but-dead 
men. 

Dead father killed startled, alive son. Dead brother 
garroted unbelieving brother. Carnival indeed in Falga. 

He set fire to the black spider-silk tapestries. They 
whispered and talked with flame. The stone echoed his 
feet as he searched room after room. Rann had gone, 
probably last night. That meant that Crom Dhu was 
on the verge of falling. Was Faolan dead } Had the 
people of Crom Dhu seeing Beudag’s suffering, given 
in ? Falga’s harbour was completely devoid of ships, 
except for small fishing skills. 

The fog waited him when he returned to the garden. 
Rain found his face. 

The citadel of Rann was fire-encrusted and smoke 
shrouded as he looked up at it. 

A silence lay in the garden. The fight was over. 

The men of Falga, still shining with Source-Life, 
hung their blades from uncomprehending fingers, the 
light beginning to leave their green eyes. Their skin 
looked dirty and dull. 

Starke wasted no time getting down the galleries, 
through the slave quarter, and to the quays again. 

Linnl awaited him, gently pelting the obedient harp. 

“It’s over. The slaves will own what’s left. They’ll 
own what’s left. They’ll be our allies, since we’ve freed 
them.” 

Starke didn’t hear. He was squinting off over the 
Red Sea. 
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Linnl understood. He plucked two tones from the 
harp, which pronounced the two words uppermost in 
Starke’s thought. 

“’Crom Dhu.” 

“If we’re not too late.” Starke leaned forward.. “If 
Faolan lives. If Beudag still stands at the masthead.” 

Like a blind man he walked straight ahead, until he 
fell into the sea. 

It was not quite a million miles to Crom Dhu, It 
only seemed that far. A sweep of tide picked them up 
just on shore from Falga and siphoned them rapidly, 
through deeps along coastal latitude, through crystal 
forests. He cursed every mile of the way. 

He cursed the time it took to pause at the Titan’s 
city to gather fresh men. To gather Clev and Mannt 
and Aesur and Bruce. Impatiently, Starke watched 
the whole drama of the Source-Fire and the bodies 
again. This time it was the bodies of Crom Dhu men, 
hung like beasts on slow-turned spits, their limbs and 
vitals soaking through and through, their skins taking 
bronze colour, their eyes holding flint-sparks. And 
then the harps wove a garment around each, and the 
garment moved the men -instead of the men the 
garment. 

in the tidal basilic now, Starke twisted. Coursing 
behind him were the new bodies of Clev and Aesur ! 
The current elevated them, poked them through 
obsidian needle-eyes like spider silk threads. 

Tiiere was good irony in this. Crom Dhu’s men, 
fal'en at Falga under Conan’s treachery, returned now 
uiuler Conan, to exonerate that treachery. 

S'iddenly they were in Crom Uhu's outer basin. 
Shadows swept over them. The long dark falling 
slnulov, s of Falga ’s longboats lying in that harbour. 
Shadows like l>lack ciflling-nets let down. The school of 
iiicn cleaved the shadow nets. The tide ceased here, 
cdilicd and distilled them. 
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Starke glared up at the immense silver bottom of a 
Falgian ship. He felt his face stiffen and his throat 
tighten. Then, flexing knees, he rammed upward, night 
air broke dark red around his head. 

Linnl let Starke have the leash. Starke felt some- 
thing pressed into' his fist. A coil of slender green 
woven reeds, a rope with hooked weights on the end of 
it. He knew how to use it without asking. But he 
wished for a knife, now, even though he realized carry- 
ing a knife in the sea was all but impossible if you 
wanted to move fast. 

He saw the sleek naked figurehead of Rann’s best 
ship a hundred yards away, a floating silhouette, its 
torches hanging fire like Beudag’s hair. 

He swam toward it, breathing quietly. When at last 
the silvered figurehead with the mocking green eyes 
and the flag of shoal-shallow hair hung over him, he 
felt the cool white ship metal kiss his fingers; 

The smell of torch-smoke lingered. A rise of faint 
shouts from the land told him of another rush upon the 
Gate. Behind him — a ripple. Then — a thousand 
ripples. 

The resurrected men of Crom Dhu rose in dents and 
stirrings of sparkling wine. They stared at Crom Dhu 
and maybe they knew what it was and maybe they 
didn't. For one moment, Starke felt apprehension. 
Suppose Linnl was playing a game. Suppose, once 
these men had w'on the battle, thej^ went on into Crom 
Dhu, to rupture Romna’s harp and make Faolan the 
blinder ? He shook the thought away. That w’ould 
have to be handled in time. On either side of him Clev, 
and Mannt appeared. They looked at Crom Dhu, their 
lips shut. Maybe they saw Faolan 's eyrie and heard a 
harp that was more than these harps that sang them 
to blade and plunder — Romna’s instrument telling 
bard-tales of the rovers and the coastal wars and the 
old, living days. Their eyes looked and looked at 
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Crom Dhu, but saw notliing. 

The sea shepherds appeared now ; the followers of 
Linnl, each with his harp and the harp music began, 
high. So high you couldn’t hear it. It wove a tension 
on the air. 

Silently, with a grim certainty, the dead-but-not- 
dead gathered in a bronze circle about Rann’s ship. 
The very silence of their encirclement made your skin 
crawl and sweat break cold on your cheeks. 

A dozen ropes went raveling, looping over the ship 
side. They caught, held, grapnelled, hooked. 

Starke had thrown his^ felt it bite and hold. Now 
he scrambled swiftly, cursing, up its length, kicking 
and slipping at the silver hull. 

He reached the top. 

Beudag was there. 

Half over the low rail he hesitated, just looking at 
her. 

Torchlight limned her, shadowed her. She was still 
erect ; her head was tired and her eyes were closed, her 
face thinned and less brown, but she was still alive. 
She was coming out of a deep stupor now, at the 
whistle of ropes and the grate of metal hooks on the 
deck. 

She saw Starke and her lips parted. She did not look 
away from him. His breath came out of him, choking. 

It almost cost him his life, standing there, looking 
at her. 

A guard, with flesh like new snow, shafted his bow 
from the turret and let it loose. A chain lay on deck. 
Thankfully, Starke took it. 

Clev came over the rail beside Starke. His chest took 
the arrow. The shaft burst half through and stopped, 
held. Clev kept going after the man who had shot it. 
He caught up with him. 

Beudag cried out, “Behind you, Conan !” 

Conan ! In her excitement, she gave the old name. 
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Conan he teas. Whirling, he confronted a wiry little 
fellow, chained him brutally across the face, seized the 
man’s falling sword, used it on him. Then he walked 
in, got the man’s jaw, unbalanced him over into the 
sea. 

The ship was awake now. Most of the men had been 
down below, resting from the battles. Now they came 
pouring up, in a silver spate. Their yelling was in 
strange contrast to the calm silence of Crom Dhu’s 
men. Starke found himself busy. 

Conan had been a healthy animal, with great 
recuperative powers. Now his muscles responded to 
every trick asked of them. Starke leaped cleanly across 
the deck, watching for Rann, but she was nowhere to 
be seen. He engagad two blades, dispatched one of 
them. More ropes raveled high and snaked him. Every 
ship in the harbour was exploding with violence. More 
men swarmed over the rail behind Starke, silently. 

Above the shouting, Beudag’s voice came, at sight of 
the fighting men. “Clev ! Mannt ! Aesur!” 

Starke was a god, anything he wanted he could have. 
A man’s head ? He could have it. It meant acting the 
guillotine with knife and wrist and lunged body. 
Like — this ! His eyes were smoking amber and there 
were deep lines of grim pleasure tugging at his lips. An 
enemy cannot fight without hands. One, facing Starke, 
suddenly displayed violent stumps before his face, not 
believing them. 

Are you watching, Faolan, cried Starke inside him- 
self, delivering blows. Look here, Faolan ! God no, 
you’re blind. Listen then ! Hear the ring of steel on 
steel. Does the smell of hot blood and hot bodies reach 
you? Oh, if you could see this tonight, Faolan. Falga 
would be forgotten. This is Conan, out of idiocy, with a 
guy named Starke wearing him and telling him where 
to go ! 

It was not safe on deck. Starke hadn’t particularly 
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noticed before, but the warriors of Crom Dim didn’t 
care whom they attacked now. They were begimiing 
to do surgery to one another. They exercised one 
another’s shoulders, severed limbs in blind instan- 
taneous obedience. This was no place for Beudag and 
himself. 

He cut her free of the masthead, drew her quickly to 
the rail. 

Beudag was laughing. She could do nothing but 
laugh. Her eyes were shocked. She saw dead men 
alive again, lashing out with weapons; she had been 
starved and made to stand night and day, and now she 
could only laugh. 

Starke shook her. 

She did not stop laughing. 

“Beudag! You’re all right. You’re free.” 

She stared at nothing. “I’ll — I’ll be all right in a 
minute,” 

He had to ward off a blow from one of his own men. 
He parried the thrust, then got in and pushed the man 
oft the deck, over into the sea. That was the only thing 
to do. You couldn’t kill them. 

- Beudag stared down at the tumbling body. 

“Where’s Rann.?” Starke’s yellow eyes narrowed, 
searching. 

“She was here,” Beudag trembled. 

Rann looked out of her eyes. Out of the tired numb- 
ness of Beudag, an echo of Rann. Rann was nearby, 
and this was her doing. 

Instinctively, Starke raised his eyes. 

Rann appeared at the masthead, like a flurry of 
snow. Pure hatred lay in her eyes. Starke licked his 
lips and readied his sword. 

Rann snapped a glance at Beudag. Stooping, as in a 
dream, Beudag picked up a dagger and held it to her 
own breast. 
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Starke froze. 

Ranii nodded, with satisfaction. “Well, Starke ? 
How will it be ? Will you come at me and have Beudag 
die ? Or will you let me go free ?” 

Starke’s palms felt sweaty and greasy. “There’s no 
place for you to go. Falga’s taken. I can’t guarantee 
your freedom. If you want to go over the side, into the 
sea, that’s your chance. You might make shore and 
your own men.” 

“Swimming? With the sea-beasts waiting?” She 
accented the beasts heavily. She was one of the sea- 
people. They, Linnl and his men, were sea-beasts. 
“No, Hugh Starke. I’ll take a skiff. Put Beudag at 
the rail where I can watch her all the way. Guarantee 
my passage to shore and my own men there, and 
Beudag lives.” 

Starke waved his sword. “Get going.” 

He didn’t want to let her go. He had other plans, 
good plans for her. He shouted the deal down at Linnl. 
Linnl nodded back, with much reluctance. 

Rann, in a small silver skiff, headed toward land. 
She handled the boat and looked back at Beudag all 
the while. She passed through the sea-beaSts and 
touched the shore. She lifted her hand and brought it 
smashing down. 

Whirling, Starke swung his fist against Beudag’s jaw. 
Her hand was already striking the blade into her 
breast. Her head flopped back. His fiSl carried through. 
She fell. The blade clattered. He kicked it overboard. 
Then he lifted Beudag. She was warm and good to 
hold. The blade had only pricked her. A small rivulet 
of blood ran. 

On the shore, Rann vanished upward on the rocks, 
hurrying to find her men. 

In the harbour the harp music paused. The ships 
were taken. Their crews lay filling the decks. Crom 
Dhu’s men stopped fighting as quickly as they’d 
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started. Some of the bright shining had dulled from 
the bronze of their arms and bare torsos. The ships 
began to sink. 

Linnl swam below, looking up at Starke. Starke 
looked back at him and nodded at the beach. “Swell. 
Now, let’s go get that she-devil,” he said. 

Faolan waited on his great stone balcony, over- 
looking Crom Dhu. Behind him the fires blazed high 
and their eating sound of flame on wood filled the 
pillared gloom with sound and furious light. 

Faolan leaned against the rim, his chest swathed in 
bandage and healing ointment, his blind eyes flickering, 
looking down again and again with a fixed intensity, 
his head tilted to listen. 

Romna stood beside him, filled and refilled the cup 
that Faolan emptied into his thirsty mouth, and told 
him what happened. Told of the men pouring out of 
the sea, and Rann appearing on the rocky shore. Some- 
times Faolan leaned to one side, weakly, toward 
Romna’s words. Sometimes he twisted to hear the 
thing itself, the thing that happened down beyond the 
Gate of beseiged Falga. 

Romna’s harp lay untouched. He didn’t play it. He 
didn’t need to. From below, a great echoing of harps, 
more liquid than his, like a waterfall drenched the city, 
making the fog sob down red tears. 

“Are those harps ?” cried Faolan. 

“Yes, harps !” 

“What was that?” Faolan listened, breathing 
harshly, clutching for support. 

“A skirmish,” said Romna. 

“Who won ?” 

“I'/e won.” 

“And that}” Faolan’s blind eyes tried to see until 
they watered. 

“The enemy falling back from the Gate !” 

“And that sound, and that sound I” Faolan went on 
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and on, feverishly, lurning this way and that, the lines 
of his face agonized and attentive to each eddy and 
current and chi...^e of tide. The rhythm of swords 
through fog and body was a complicated music whose 
themes he must recognize. “Another fell ! I heard him 
cry. And another of Rann’s men!” 

“Yes,” said Romna. 

“But why do our warriors fight so quietly ? I’ve 
heard nothing from their lips. So quiet.” 

Romna scowled. “Quiet. Yes — quiet.” 

“And where did they come from ? All our men are 
in the city ?” 

“Aye.” Romna shifted. He hesitated, squinting. 
He rubbed his bulldog jaw. “Except those that died 
at — Falga.” 

Faolan stood there a moment. Then he rapped his 
empty cup. 

“More wine, bard. More wine.” 

He turned to the battle again. 

“Oh, gods, if I could see it, if I could only see it!” 
Below, a ringing crash. A silence. A shouting, a 
pouring of noise. 

“The Gate!” Faolan was stricken with fear. “We’ve 
lost! My sword!” 

“Stay, Faolan!” Romna laughed. Then he sighed. 
It was a sigh that did not believe. “In the name of 
ten thousand mighty gods. Would that I were blind 
now, or could see better.” 

Faolan’s hand caught, held him. “What is it? Tell !” 
“Clev ! And Tlan ! And Conan ! And Blucc ! And 
Mannt ! Standing in the gate, like wine visions ! Swords 
in their hands !” 

Faolan’s hand relaxed, then tightened. “Speak their 
names again, and speak them slowly. And tell the 
truth.” His skin shivered like that of a nervous animal. 
“You said — Clev ? Mannt ? Blucc ?” 

“And Tlan ! And Conan ! Back from Falga. They’ve 



71 



LORELEI OF THE RED MIST 

opened the Gate and the battle’s won. It’s over, 
Faolan. Crom Dhu will sleep tonight.” 

Faolan let him go. A sob broke from his lips. “I will 
get drunk. Drunker than ever in my life. Gloriously 
drunk. Gods, but if I could have seen it. Been in it. 
Tell me again of it, Romna . . .” 

Faolan sat in the great hall, on his carved high-seat, 
waiting. 

The pad of sandals on stone, outside, the jangle of 
chains. 

A door flung wide, red fog sluiced in, and in the 
sluice, people walking. Faolan started up. “Clev? 
Mannt? Aesur.^” 

Starke came forward into the firelight. He pressed 
his right hand to the open mouth of wound on his 
thigh. “No, Faolan. Myself and two others.” 
“Beudag.'"’ 

“Yes.” And Beudag came wearily to him. 

Faolan stared. “Who’s the other ? It walks light. 
It’s a woman.” 

Starke nodded. “Rann.” 

Faolan rose carefully from his seat. He thought the 
name over. He took a short sword from a place beside 
the high seat. He stepped down. He walked toward 
Starke. “You brought Rann alive to me ?” 

Starke pulled the chain that bound Rann. She ran 
forward in little steps, her white face down, her eyes 
slitted with animal fury. 

“Faolan’s blind,” said Starke. “I let you live for 
one damned good reason, Rann. Okay, go ahead.” 
Faolan stopped walking, curious. He waited. 

Rann did nothing. 

Starke took her hand and wrenched it behind her 
back. “I said ‘go ahead.’ Maj'be you didn’t hear me.” 
“I will,” she gasped, in pain. 

Starke released her. “Tell me what happens, 
Faolan.” 

Rann gazed steadily at Faolan’s tall figure there in 
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the light. 

Faolan suddenly threw his hands to his eyes and 
choked. 

Beudag cried out, seized his arm. 

“I can see !” Faolan staggered, as if jolted. “I can 
see!” First he shouted it, then he whispered it. “lean 
see.” 

Starke’s eyes blurred. He whispered to Rann, tightly. 
“Make him see it, Rann or you die now. Make him 
see it 1” To Faolan, “What do you see ?” 

Faolan was bewildered, he swayed. He put out his 
hands to shape the vision. “I — I can see Crom Dhu. 
It’s a good sight. I see the ships of Rann. Sinking!’* 
He laughed a broken laugh. “I — see the fight beyond 
the gate !” 

Silence swam in the room, over their heads. 

Faolan’s voice went alone, and hypnotized, into that 
silence. 

He put out his big fists, shook them, opened them. 
“I see Mannt, and Aesur and Clev ! Fighting as they 
always fought. I see Conan as he was. I see Beudag 
wielding steel again, on the shore ! I see the enemy 
killed 1 I see men pouring out of the sea with brown 
skins and dark hair. Men I knew a long darkness ago. 
Men that roved the sea with me. I see Rann captured !” 
He began to sob with it, his lungs filling and releasing 
it, sucking in on it, blowing it out. Tears ran dowm 
from his vacant, blazing eyes. “I see Crom Dhu as it 
was and is and shall be 1 I see, I see, I see !” 

Starke felt the chill on the back of his neck. 

**I see Rann captured and held, and her men dead 
around her on the land before the Gate. I see the Gate 
thrown open — ’’ Faolan halted. He looked at Starke. 
“Where are Clev and Mannt ? Where is Bruce and 
Aesur ?” 

Starke let the fires burn on the hearths a long 
moment. Then he replied. 
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“They went back into the sea, Faolan,” 

Faolan’s fingers fell emptily. “Yes,” he said, heavily. 
“They had to go back, didn’t they ? They couldn’t 
stay, could they ? Not even for one night of food on the 
table, and wine in the mouth, and women in the deep 
warm furs before the hearth. Not even for one toast.” 
He turned. “A drink, Romna. A drink for everyone.” 

Romna gave him a full cup. He dropped it, fell down 
to his knees, clawed at his breasts. “My heart !” 

“Rann, you sea-devil!” 

Starke held her instantly by the throat. He put 
pressure on the small raging pulses on either side of her 
snow-white neck. “Let him go, Rann I” More pressure. 
“Let him go I” Faolan grunted. Starke held her until 
her face was dirty and strange with death. 

It seemed like an hour later when he released her. 
She fell softly and did not move. She wouldn’t move 
again. 

Starke turned slowly to look at Faolan. 

“You saw, didn’t you, Faolan?” he said. 

Faolan nodded blindly, weakly. He roused himself 
from the floor, groping. “I saw. For a moment, I 
saw everything. And Gods ! but it made good seeing ! 
Here, Hugh-Starke-Called-Conan, give this other side 
of me something to lean on.” 

Beudag and Starke elimbed the mountain above 
Falga the next day. Starke went ahead a little way, 
and with his coming the flame birds scattered, glitter- 
ing away. 

He dug the shallow grave and did what had to be 
done with the body he found there, and then when the 
grave was eovered with thick grey stones he went back 
for Beudag. They stood together over it. He had never 
expected to stand over a part of himself, but here he 
was, and Beudag’s hand gripped his. 

He looked suddenly a million years old standing 
there. He thought of Earth and the Belt and Jupiter, 
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of the streets in the Jekkara Low Canals of Mars. 
He thought of space and the ships going through it, and 
himself inside them. He thought of the million credits 
he had taken in that last job. He laughed ironically. 

“Tomorrow, I’ll have the sea creatures hunt for a 
little metal box full of credits.” He nodded solemnly at 
the grave. “He wanted that. Or at least he thought. 
He killed himself getting it. So if the sea people find it. 
I’ll send it up here to the mountain and bury it down 
under the rocks in his fingers. I guess that’s the best 
place.” 

Beudag drew him away. They walked down the 
mountain toward Falga’s harbour where a ship waited 
for them. Walking, Starke lifted his face. Beudag was 
with him, and the sails of the ship were rising to take 
the wind, and the Red Sea waited for them to travel it. 
What lay on its far side was something for Beudag and 
Faolan-of-the-Ships and Romna and Hugh-Starke- 
Called-Conan to discover. He felt damned good about 
it. He walked on steadily, holding Beudag near. 

And on the mountain, as the ship sailed, the flame 
birds soared down fitfully and frustratedly to beat at 
the stone raouiid; ceased, and mourning shrilly, flew 
away. 
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The Sword of 
Johnny Damokles 



Bj HUGH FRAZIER PARKER 

•A determined people, the Greeks. The glory that 
anchored the Ten Thousand at Thermopylae echoed 
again on Neptune in the heart of a pock-marked 
hamburger hustler named Johnny Damokles. 

A CLOUDLET of dust whirled across Spaceport X 
rose in the thin Callistonian air to beat against the 
window. The sound was gritty, abrasive. It hadn’t 
rained for weeks, and the sky, clear of clouds, hovered 
blacker than Holofernes’ soul. Jupiter touched the 
horizon. And far away, Neptune’s pale blue light 
glowed softly. 

Ti Gordon walked to the window. “I’ve never seen 
old Neptune so clear before,” he said. “And say, 
Johnny, where’d they ever get a name like that for a 
planet f Neptune ! What’s it mean ?” 

Johnny Damokles laid one fat, hairy hand on the 
bar. He wiped a glass with his apron and smiled. 
“Sure, boss,” he said. “All the lime you talking, 
eating space. .What’s a good if you know why planets 
get name ?” 

“Do you, chum ?” 

“Sure t’ing, boss. Greeks all know about Neptune.” 
“Well ?” 

“She’s this way. Neptune are a old Greek god, and 
he are importants for rule the ocean. So what 
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happens ?” 

“I’ll bite, Johnny.” 

“A fellow finds it this planet. She ain’t got a name 
and deesa fellows tink she’s all watery. So they name 
her for Mister Neptune. Dem times long ago . . . two 
t’ousand year . . . t‘ree t’ousand. What the hells!” 

“Aw for cripe’s sake shut up. You dam’ Greeks!” 

Ti and Damokles turned. Thurner, head pilot of the 
Jup-Cal Line, was sitting alone at a side table. He was 
drunk, very drunk, and a wisp of black hair hung over 
his forehead. “Shut up !” he screamed, “talkin’ about 
the past. Dam’ dumb Greek dishwasher ! Who in hell 
cares what it’s named excep’ a Greek.” 

Thurner staggered to his feet. Liquor spilled. 

For a little man, Johnny Damokles was both fat and 
fast. One hand hit the bar, he vaulted it, and faced 
Thurner. “What’s for you cuss Greek ? She are good 
braves people ...” 

“I told you to shut up,” said Thurner. He planted a 
big hand in Johnny Damokles’ face and shoved. 
Johnny fell, and Thurner kicked him in the side. 

Then the room hit Thurner smack on the jaw. 

“Want some more ?” asked Gordon. He stared down 
at the hulking pilot, as Thurner rolled over and rubbed 
his face. “Want another 

The door opened, and the Director of Spaceport 
Operations stood framed in its classic Callistonian 
marble columns. 

“I want the two of you in my office. Special job for 
T-Three.” 

Ti snapped to attention. T-3 was the one military 
department which took immediate command of any 
pilot under any circumstances. Obedience to T-8 was 
unquestioning and immediate. Even Thurner assumed 
a semblance of military bearing and shook his head to 
clear the cobwebs. He fell in beside Ti and, scowling, 
followed the Director out. Johnny Damokles watched' 
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them, wiping greasy glasses on a greasier apron almost 
automatically. 

The Office of the Director of Operations, shared by 
the Port Captain, had been designed in 2475 by Anton 
Sestrovic. 

Stars and planets moved silently across the ceiling in 
an endless procession, while glowing dots, marking the 
positions of spaceships in transit, crawled in well- 
defined lanes. Ti shuffled his feet on the carpet and 
waited for the Director to seat himself at his plexi-glass 
desk. Thurner threw himself into a chair. 

“Well.''” grunted the big pilot, “what’s T-Three 
after now ? The feathers from an angel’s backside ?” 
The Director looked at him coldly, “No,” he said. 
“Something a little more dangerous to procure. 
Information is what they want.” 

“Why in hell don’t they ask the Greek in the bar? 
He knows everything. Ask his side-kick here.” 

Ti flushed. “You ask me . . . later,” he grunted. 

“I can’t. I’m on the Jupiter run in an hour.” 

“No,” corrected the Director, “you’re not on the 
Jupiter run. You’re heading for Neptune with Mister 
Gordon ... in his ship.” 

“Why pick on me ?” interrupted Ti. “I’m not fussy 
about whom I share space with but I just cleaned ship 
and I don’t like this lug.” 

“Sorry,” said the Director. “Yours is the only ship 
in the Four Planets fast enough to make the trip in 
time, but you’re not licensed for flight beyond Jupiter.” 
“How about another pilot?” 

“I haven’t another,” the Director paused. “But you 
can take a third man as super-cargo, Gordon. It might 
quiet down the Kilkenny-cat action.” 

A slow smile rolled over Ti’s face. “Okay,” he said. 
“I’ll take Johnny Damokles.” 

Thurner leaped to his feet. “That dam’ Greek dish- 
washer !” he exploded. “What use is he in space ?” 
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“He can sing . . . and read Aristotle in the original 
Greek . . . whoever Aristotle was.” 

“Blast the whole job. I won’t go!” 

“Yes you will, Thurner,” said the Director. “Report 
to Gordon’s ship in half an hour or turn in your 
license.” 

Thurner stomped out of the room. A slightly vulgar 
noise, issuing through Ti’s pursed lips, was the last 
sound the big pilot heard. 

“What’s next f ” asked Ti. He turned to the Director 
as he spoke. “What’s it all about ?” 

“See those dots on the space map ?” The Director 
pointed ceilingward to a spot where a cluster of red 
spots moved on a common centre. 

“Yes.” 

“This is a wild hunch. But I suspect them to be 
Neptunian ships, unlisted in our clearance papers.” 
“You think they’re a menace?” 

“Definitely!” 

“AVhy ?” 

Instead of answering the question, the Director rose 
and walked across the room to a row of hermetically 
sealed cases. Like the display units in small and dusty 
museums, these held a few yellowed books, chunks of 
unclassified rock, and an occasional fossil. But one of 
them was broken. 

“This case,” said the Director, “once held an obscure 
book by a Twentieth Century warlord. Know the 
period ?” 

“I’m a mechanic,” said Ti. 

“Most of us are these days. It’s something of a pity. 
But in the midddle of a semi-civilized chieftain named 
Hetlir, w'ho managed to control the mass of Europa 
through an utterly unscrupulous plan. The seeds of 
that plan lie in a book called Mein Kampst and this 
case once held a copy.” 

“I see,” said Ti, but he didn’t. 
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“Two years ago,” continued the Director, “I enter- 
tained a leader of the Neptunian Tsolm clan. When he 
left the book went with him.” 

“How can a book affect us ?” 

“Easily. Our only defense against the powerful 
semi-huinans of Neptune has been their own inability 
to organize any planetary unity. They trade with us 
on a basis of toleration but they're not friends.” 

“Why haven’t thej' attacked before.'”’ 

“Their clan system, and their wars at home.” 

“I see,” said Ti, and this time he really did. “Then, 
you figure that if one clan could dominate Neptune 
they’d strike ?” 

‘*Yes. And Hetlir’s plan calls for precisely the sort 
of planetary organisation that would suit the Neptun- 
ians. A master-race dominates, and on Neptune that 
master-race would probably be the Tsolm clan. They 
have a copy of Mein Kampst.” 

“You believe they’ve done it?” 

“I .see no other reason why ships should hover near 
our Callistonian frontier for five days.” 

“Then, I’ll go investigate in the Solabtir.” 

“Not the ships, Ti. I want you go check on Neptune 
from the dark side. Look for two things. Are there 
any Neptunian cruisers massing ? Have the planetary 
wars ended ?” 

Ti sprawled back in his chair. “The answers to those 
questions,” he said, “will tell us our next step.” 
“Exactly.” 

“I can leave in twenty minutes.” 

“Then,” said the Director, “hop to it son. And I 
hope good luck goes with you.” On the ceiling, the 
ominous dots seemed to grow more clear as their new 
significance thrust itself on Ti. He grasped the 
Director’s hand, shook it briefly, and walked out. 

Downstairs, in the Space Bar, Johnny Damokles 
sweated over some unsavoury concoction, and swore in 
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six planetary languages, plus old Greek and a frenzied 
form of English. His apron strings hung loose, three 
knives and a toasting fork peeked out of his pockets. 

“What'c cookin’?” hailed Ti. 

The little Greek turned around. “West’in om’let,” 
he blurted. “An’ this dam blast Callisto garlic . . . 
she are not fit for cooking dog meat !” 

“A clear and sensible opinion,” said Ti, “neatly 
expressed.” He leaned over the counter, tilted 
Johnny’s frying pan to the floor, grabbed the Greek’s 
apron and whipped it loose. “Come on, chum,” he said. 
“You’ve just resigned.” 

Johnny looked sadly at the mess on the floor. 
“What’s a matter of you, dam’ idiot ? Who are 
resigned ?” 

“You did, Johnny. You’re going out into space with 
me as cook . . . and I need somebody to prepare rat 
poison for my pilot.” He stopped, and watched 
Damokles’ chin drop. “Come on,” he repeated, “we’re 
going places.” 

“Crazies places ?” 

“Nope ! Space.” 

Johnny Damokles’ face lighted up with something of 
the glow his ancestors must have shown at Thermopy- 
lae and Salamis. “No kid? You take me? Oh, Meester 
Gordon . . . you is a dam’ sweet feller.” Hie cap 
went sailing skyward. His apron followed suit, and he 
grabbed a twisted necktie from beneath the counter. 
“Hey, boy!” he shouted to an open-mouthed waiter. 
“I is resigned. Tell her to the boss. Goombye !” 

“Look—” the waiter began. 

“You look !” Ti said, grinning. 

Johnny grabbed a handful of tattered books from 
under the counter, picked up his toasting fork and 
knives, .slapped a checkered cap on his head and dashed 
for the door as Ti burst out laughing. 

“Whassamatter, Meester Ti. You go crazies ?” 
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“Not me . . . but you. Come on, Space-hawk. Let’s 
hit the hangar.” 

Hangar 6, block 8, where Ti kept the Solabor, was 
one of the smaller impervium shanties built to 
accommodate just such independents as himself. It lay 
at the end of the field, sheltered from the major launch- 
ing cradle by a thick growth of scrub hedge. Ti whistled 
as he walked toward it, and Johnny Damokles picked 
up the tune. “Where we go, Ti ?” asked the Greek, and 
waved his fork in circles. “Maybe go Jupiters.?” 

“Nope. Can’t tell you till we’re aboard ship.” The 
hangar lay just ahead. The Solabor was ready. Ti 
grinned. 

And then he stopped. 

No, that statement is incorrect. Ti was stopped. His 
feet dangled stifHy in air as steel-strong hands, power- 
ful as an atomic lift, closed hard on his throat and 
lifted. His shout of warning was a muttered croak. 
Then the world faded away in a purplish-grey haze. 
The only sensation as darkness fell was a refrigerant 
chill biting at his neck. Blackness. 

“‘Whassamatter, Ti, . . . you no sing ?” asked the 
little Greek. He turned around. His chin dropped with 
an almost audible thud on his chest. And then, Johnny 
Damokles moved forward, blindly, heroically, a 28th 
century Leonidas armed with a toasting fork. 

II 

TI GORDON awakened to find his immediate world in 
a chid of killing frost. Cold water ran down his brow. 
Johnny Damokles’ muttered curses penetrated his 
consciousness. “What . . . hap . . . happened 

“Don’t speak . . . you almost go rides with Father 
Charon on one-way ferryboat. Look !” Johnny turned 
Ti’s head tenderly to one side, and the young flyer 
gasped. 
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“Great flying dragons!” 

Ti’s eyes travelled over the squat bulk of a figure clad 
from head to foot in heavy synthi-leather. “A Neptun- 
ian,” he blurted, “but dead. How ? Who did it ?” 

“I did it . . . with toasting fork!” 

“What?” Ti’s head went round in circles, “You 
killed one ton of concentrated Neptunian-venom with a 
toasting fork?” 

“Sure things, boss. I stick heavy fellers with fork. 
He go hiss. Then bad smells. Then fall down . . . 
whoosh I” Damokles gave a graphic description in 
pantomime, and Ti understood how this seeming 
miracle had happened. A Neptunian, accustomed to a 
mass of seventeen times that of Earth normal, a normal 
temperature at minus-180 Centigrade, and a methane 
plus solid oxygen atmosphere, would need some 
insulating, restricting suit to move about on frail 
Callistro. Apparently Johnny’s fork had struck a weak 
spot in the refrigerant-suit, and a mild Callistonian 
climate had literally boiled the Neptunian to death. 

Ti staggered to his feet and tramped through the 
artificial frost to the Neptunian’s side. A tiny mark, 
distinctive and simple, was branded on his assailant’s 
collar. “The Tsolm clan,” said Ti to himself. “The 
Director was right . . . but why did he attack me in 
particular ?” 

Johnny Damokles pointed, “Look!” he said. 

A bulky figure broke from the bushes and darted 
toward Hangar 6, but in the darkness, it was unrecog- 
izable. “Get him!” barked Ti, and raced down the 
path. 

The figure, whoever and whatever it was, had 
disappeared by the time Ti Gordon reached his ship. 
A quick inspection showed nothing in the hangar, and 
he climbed aboard the Solabor. 

“About time you came,” grumbled Thurner. He 
threw an empty bottle through the door and climbed 
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from his seat in the back of the ship. “You ready to 
go.^” 

Gordon disregarded the question. “You see anyone 
come done here ?” 

“No. Been all alone.” 

“A Neptunian attacked me back in the bushes. 
Look,” he showed Thurner the frost-bitten bruises on 
his throat. “Whoever set the Neptunian on me came 
this way . . . jastl” He moved forward, seized 
Thurner by the shoulder, and laid his hand on the 
pilot’s heavily-muscled chest. If Thurner had been the 
man, speedy running would have resulted in irregular 
breathing and heart-action. But the pilot’s breathing 
was calm and normal. With an angry snarl he seized 
Ti’s wrist and flung him backward. 

“Keep your hands to yourself, Gordon!” 

“Sorry.” Ti’s eyes squinted into slits, “I was just 
proving you innocent ... to my own satisfaction.” 
He turned, climbed out of the ship, and hurriedly 
called the Director to report what had occurred. 
“Shall I stay on,” he askeU, "and help investigate?” 

‘,‘No. We’ll clean up the mess. Blast oH as soon as 
possible ,and get back here sooner.” 

“QX, sir,” said Ti, and hoisted himself aboard ship. 
“All set?” 

“Been ready for twenty minutes.” 

“Yowsah, boss!” chimed Johnny Damokles. 

There was utter silence, but in the midst of it, 
Callisto vanished. Seconds later Jupiter’s bulk faded 
redly from the sky to become a dot silhouetted sun- 
ward. And all in silence. 

“Lord, man!” Thurner looked at Ti with a hint of 
surprise veiling his usual antagonism. “HoW in hell 
does this thing wmrk ?” 

“Search me,” shrugged Ti. “I worked it out on a 
sensitizmg principle. My impervium hull was supposed 
to reject light as a mirror would, and so throw itself 
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forward like a beam of light. The thing works, 
apparently.” 

‘*She sure do,” chuckled the delighted Greek. He 
looked through the sunward port and watched Jupiter 
diminishing. 

‘‘Why, man,” said Thurner, “you’ve told us how she 
worked.” 

“You mean . . . how I thought she would work. 
Unfortunately, I tried the same principle on more 
impervium . . . and not another ship has flown like 
this one. My math was wrong, but my mechanics 
worked. Just once.” 

“So I’m supposed to operate a fluke to Neptune 

“Don’t worry about it, Thurner. She’s dependable 
and her controls are exactly like those in an ordinary 
planetary-liner. Watch.” Ti threw the wheel down, 
and the Solabor tipped into a wide curve. Jupiter 
vanished. Dotted pinpoints of stars prickled the black 
of inter- world space. 

“Looks easy,” grunted the pilot. He slipped over 
into the wheelman’s chair, and fiddled experimentally 
with gadgets. “Okay,”, he said, “after four or five 
minutes I’ll be able to handle her.” 

“QX,” said Ti. “There’s a copy of Maconachy’s 
book on Supra-solar Navigation behind you. Great 
book, Maconachy. I wouldn’t want to be in space 
without it to lean on.” 

“Yeah. Put it over there in reach. And listen . . .” 
Thurner’s voice lost some of its begrudging tone. 
“IVe’re on this trip together. Let’s make it peacable.” 
He stretched out a broad paw. 

. “All right!” Ti said, “we’re together ... for the 
duration.” 

“It’s a bargain. Now . . . tell me more about how 
she operates. This ship’s actually faster than light ?” 

“Yep ! Warps across a light beam just the way a 
sailboat can exceed the speed of wind on a certain tack. 
Look back at the sun.” 
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Thurner turned his head. “I’ll be damned. A Dopier 
effect !” 

“We’re exceeding the speed of light . . . right 
now !” 

“And you’re sure this principle of yours won’t work 
on any other ship. Was there anything mixed with the 
impervium ?” 

“Central labs checked it,” Ti replied. “It was pure 
impervium.” 

“Where’d you get it?” 

“By coincidence . . . from Neptune.” 

Thurner’s face went red. “Look guy,” he said, “the 
war’s off, and I don’t like being played for a fool. 
There’s no impervium on Neptune.” 

“Sorry, Thurner. This metal did come from Neptune. 
I bought the back fin of the old XC-34 ... it was 
towed in from Nep back in ’67.” 

“I see.” Thurner’s brow knitted. Then, turning 
away, he ran through the logarithms in Maconachy, 
made a few quick checks, shifted dials coolly and com- 
petently, and leaned back. “I’ll take her in from 
here,” he said. 

“From the dark side,” cautioned Ti. 

“Okay. I’ll drive part way to Pluto . . . then swing 
back.” 

“QX,” said Gordon. He spun about and walked 
to the back of the little ship. “How do you like it, 
Johnny ?” he asked, and Damokles’ face lighted up, 
“She’s one dam’ fine ship ... go like go-to-hell 
fireball . . . but look it here, Meester Ti.” 

“Yes?” 

“Why yau say she won’t work for any other ships ?” 
“Just won’t. That’s all.” 

“Maybe this planets Neptune do it.” 

“How, Johnny ? We tested the impervium from 
every angle, and found it nothing but pure metal.” 
“Maybe is so. Dam’ gods, Neptune, are funny feller. 
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Sometimes he look like friend . . . sometimes he are 
foe. Sometimes just do nothing . . . but plenty 
happen just because Neptune are there. See ?” 

Ti whistled. “I see what you mean. Like a catalytic 
agent. You can’t detect it. You don’t test it . . . but 
it does something.” 

“Who’s the difference ? Call her caltickic agents . . . 
call her fool gods Neptune. What them hells!” The 
little Greek shrugged his shoulders and was silent. 

Up in the Solabor’s bow, later, Thurner spun the 
dials on the automatic calculator. Ti watched him idly, 
then, moving away from the window, fell asleep. 
Johnny Damokles hummed an old tune, and lost him- 
self in reveries on Greece. It was strange that so intense 
a national feeling could survive the melting pot of 
world assimilation. Yet the Greek national feeling had 
survived unchanged for more than three thousand 
years. The greasy old suit which Johnny Damokles 
wore, remained almost unchanged from the 20th 
Century attire which his ancestors had worn at Crete 
and in the long, bloody fight down through the moun- 
tains from Olympus. Alone amongst all the people of 
the 28th Century, the Greeks remembered their past 
glory, and the bloody history which had split them as 
a nation, yet welded the iron of heroism into their 
souls. 

Only the Greeks in a world of mechanics and science, 
were still concerned with events now dead and gone. 
Small nations may live ... in tradition. 

Johnny Damokles let his gaze slowly fall from that 
wild pattern of unvisited universes which spread before 
him in the Solabor's ports . . . and slowly turned the 
pages of his beloved Aristotle. An essay on the nature 
of the order of things caught his attention, but reading 
was no pleasant occupation inside the Solabor’s stuffy 
little cabin. Johnny’s head nodded. His eyes fluttered. 
He fell asleep. 
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Ti Gordon’s return from slumber was rather like the 
awakening of a city-dweller whose ear is annoyed by a 
sudden onslaught of silence. Accustomed now to the 
sensation of motion, immobility woke him up. 

“Stopped ?” he yawned. “Why ?” The cabin w'as 
dark, and in that velvety obscuration, Ti could barely 
see the recumbent sleeping form of Johnny Damokles. 
He leaped to his feet. Strange, his body felt heavy, 
leaden, drugged. 

A faint bluish light, barely enough to weaken the 
black of night, pushed its way through the window. Ti 
staggered forward to the control bench. Thurner was 
gone ! 

But where ? How ? Where were they ? 

Ti reached for the starting button to test his motors, 
but the panel had been stripped. Bare. 

The answer came swiftly. To the accompaniment of 
a blast of noisome gas, the door swung open. Two 
figures entered. The door thumped shut. 

“Thurner !” gasped Ti. “But what ?” Where’ve you 
been ?” His questions were interrupted, sharply. 
Behind Thurner, and barely visible, stood the hulking 
figure of a Neptunian. 

Thurner’s hand shot out and clamped on Ti Gordon’s 
arm. “Bow !” he said. “You’re on Neptune now . . . 
you swine.” 

Ti’s fist shot out and a solid blow bounced off the 
renegade pilot’s jaw. Nothing happened. Thurner 
grinned. He raised his hand and brought it down with 
a flat thwack on the young Earthman’s cheek. Ti felt 
as though a shapened file had hit him. Warm blood ran 
down his chin, and dripped floorward. 

“Things are different now',” said Thurner. “I don’t 
have to take anything from you pigs.” He drew back 
his hand for a second blow, but the figure behind him 
stepped forward. 

“No !” it ordered. “Not now. There’ll be time . . . 
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yet.” 

“What’s all this?” snapped Ti. 

Thurner smirked. “You’re on Neptune . . . and are 
. . . shall we say ... a guest of the Tsolm Clan.” 
“Distinctly,” hissed the semi-human figure behind 
Thurner. “Oh, most distinctly ... a guest.” 

“And this . . . renegade ?” 

“You allude to Thurner ?” 

“Yes!” 

The Neptunian looked from Ti to the big pilot. “I 
do not believe,” he said, “that you will understand this 
easily. But you do your late associate an injustice. He 
is no renegade . . . but one of the Tsolm Clan.” 

“A Neptunian ? Impossible ! ” 

“Not at all. We Neptunians have science. Given the 
proper materials, our surgeons can duplicate the rather 
loathsome appearance of you humans.” 

“You can make men out of a semi-human ?” 

“We are adaptable, my dear sir.” The creature’s 
nictitating membrane drew up over his eyeballs and 
gave him a deceptively sleepy appearance. 

“But what about the temperature ? How could 
Thurner stand Callistonian heat and gravity w'hen 
built for that of Neptune ?” 

“Enough of this foolish questioning!” barked 
Thurner, “take the fools outside.” 

The creature at his side raised a leather-clad hand in 
a gentle gesture. “Patience, friend,” he said. “We 
owe our guest much. For he has much to give us.” 

“I have !” blurted Ti. 

“Yes!” the Neptunian’s manner was calm and un- 
ruffled. “You, a skilled practical mechanic, can con- 
tribute to a glorious Neptunian victory.” 

“And you think I will ?” 

“I know you will. It is quite important for us to 
learn your method of treating impervium for these 
faster-than-light ships.” 
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“But my method doesn’t work.” 

“That’s true,” said Thurner. “We talked about it 
on the way out.” 

“Most regrettable!” Again that unpleasant, half- 
dead membrane flashed across the Neptunian’s eyes. 
He seemed to sleep. Minutes passed before he looked 
up again. In that event,” he said, “you must suffer for 
the good of Neptune. Follow me.” He waited while 
Ti climbed into a heated, anti-gravitational space suit. 

Thurner cuffed Johnny Damokles to his feet and 
motianed for him to put on a space suit. Then the 
Neptunians led them out into the blue cold of a monster 
world. They paused long enough for Thurner and his 
companion to remove the space suits they’d worn in the 
heated cabin of theSolabor, and when Thurner seemed 
to peel his very skin from his body, Ti understood the 
miracle by which the pilot had posed as a Callistonian. 

Ill 

“THIS way,” motioned Thurner, and drew in a vast 
breath of Neptune’s methane atmosphere. His chest 
swelled until its minute scales seemed on the verge of 
separating. Man-like in height and size, his adaptation 
to a terrible gravity had made him a creature of steel- 
hard sinew and muscle. The new Thurner, or whatever 
his proper name might be, was almost as solid and 
several inches taller. No wonder he could consume 
Callistonian whisky by the quart and still navigate a 
ship successfully. 

They walked across the plain, dropped downward 
into a slit-like canyon. Ahead of them lay a fortress 
whose only decoration was the simple symbol of the 
Tsolm Clan. Its walls bristled with blast guns, but 
closer examination showed Ti that they w'ere all of an 
obsolete pattern and gas rusted. 

“These aren’t used,” said their guide. “Just to 
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frighten away lower forms of life. Watch !” He flicked 
a switch ,and the wall’s outer surface raised to reveal 
a vast network of grids. “Heat grids,” he explained. 
“Perfect defense against the other clans.” 

“But we don’t need a defense,” added Thurner. 
“Neptune is a united planet now.” 

The gates swung wide, and Ti, with an empty feeling 
walked in. Johnny Damokles followed. His antiquarian 
interests still shielding him from the horror of their 
situation. 

The council chamber, holy-of-holies, audience room, 
or whatever Neptunians called it, was perhaps the most 
impressive place either Ti Gordon or Johnny Damokles 
had ever entered. 

Black rock lined the w'alls and seemed one with the 
primeval essence of absolute cold. Atmosphere, at 17 
G’s, pressed hard against them, barely repelled by their 
space suits. The Neptunian turned. “If this,” he said, 
were a nightmare, I’d order you to kneel and worship 
at the feet of the Clan Tsolm’s god.” 

“Why not ?” Ti’s belligerent chin thrust out. 

“Because, my dear guests, we have advanced con- 
siderably beyond such idle superstitions. Neptune, and 
the Tsolm’s, are the perfection of true civilisation. We 
know there are no gods. We are neither concerned with 
ritual nor rank. Here, all are equal, under my leader- 
ship.” 

“Interesting,” commented Ti. “I seem to have heard 
it before.” 

Johnny Damokles nodded. “She are w'onderfuls idea 
. . . but gods is dam’ important fellers. So is old 
time’s history.” 

The Neptunian looked at him. “What,” he asked 
Thurner, “is this? Some primitive?” 

“A Greek,” the pilot explained. “Sticks to the old 
beliefs and the old ways of Terra.” 

Those nictitating lids flicked up. “Then he’s of no 
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use to US.” 

“He’ll do for raw material.” Thurner shoved the 
little Greek to the floor. “Use him for Extract 47-a. 
Humanizing fluid.” 

The Neptunian shuddered. “The thought,” he said, 
“of treating another of our people with that semi- 
humanizing element is repulsive. But sacrifice in the 
interest of conquest is needed. We must have more 
Neptunians capable of resisting higher temperatures 
and lower gravities.” 

Thurner grinned. “Precisley,” he said. He turned 
to Ti. “This one is too lean.” 

The Leader nodded. “Our dear guest will be of use 
in research and mechanics. We might even grant him 
certain liberties.” 

Ti glared at the monster, hating that assumed 
tolerance, then spat with deliberation on the floor. 

‘hi challenge?” The Leader pressed a button. A 
bell rang, and two squat Neptunians glided into the 
chamber. There was a burble and a hissed command. 
The Neptunians retreated, then returned dragging a 
small box behind them. Its wires were a tangle maze 
of tentacles. Icy cold exuded from it, to chill the two 
Callistonians even through their heavily-heated space 
suits. 

The Leader barked an order. Ti found himself flat on 
his back with a Neptunian pressing the face-plate of his 
suit down hard. There was a little whirl of power. 
Agonies unimaginable shot through every nerve of his 
skull. He screamed. Restraint was impossible. The 
pain eased. 

“You see!” said the Neptunian, “that treatment 
does no harm to nerves or tissues, and actually prolongs 
life.” 

Ti looked past the grinning faces of his tormentors 
and fixed his glare on the Leader. “Try again,” he 
said. “I’m still tough.” 
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The pain came back. It spun through skull and brain 
like a biting buzz-saw. Ti gritted his teeth, then again 
came the inevitable scream. He wanted to faint. He 
prayed for death. But that buzzing pain was an elixir 
. . . a stimulating and eternal torment. Ti’s hands 
thumped hard against the floor. His feet jerked, his 
spine arched, and he screamed again and again in a 
great crescendo. The pain eased. 

“Coud you stant that,” said the grinning Neptunian, 
“for a lifetime ?” 

“No!’ 

“Then I warn you, the next time we apply it, you’ll 
be alone in a dark room . . . with a time clock on the 
door set for a one-week period. No one will enter. No 
one can stop the treatment. Will you cooperate?” 

“Within limits.” 

“That’s for me to judge. Give me the figures on how 
you managed to create that ship of yours.” 

“You could take them anyhow..” Ti reached into 
a pocket of his space suit. He pulled out a bundle of 
papers and handed them to the Leader. “I warn you,” 
he added, “they won’t work.” Then he swore at him- 
self for saying that. If, by ingenuity, he could manage 
to convince the Neptunians that his ship would work, 
he might waste a lot of their time in research and give 
the Inner Worlds time to find out what was happening. 
“I might manage to make one work at that,” he added 
swiftly. 

The Neptunian scanned the papers. “No,” he said, 
“this report of your scientifii laboratories is definitely 
conclusive. I can see that you’ve done everything 
possible. The ship you have, or had, is a freak. But 
you’re an expert in mechanics and photography. We’ll 
put you in the research labs. Your friend can go with 
you until we need him.” 

The Neptunian cast one final look at the two captives, 
smiled, and walked away. Thurner jerked his head at 
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an inner door, “Come on,” he ordered. “Your quarters 
will be near the labs.” He led them down a succession 
of corridors to a room where temperature and gravity 
stood at Earthnorm, and Callisto constant. “You can 
do without those suits,” he said, and shut the door. 

Ti and Mamokles looked around. The room was 
lighted brightly. A window gave onto the plain. Above 
them, Triton whirled its endless mad dance, speeding 
across the sky in the opposite direction of the planet’s 
rotation. Here and there in the dark sky, synthetic 
power-moons hovered to steal energy from the cosmos. 

“They gonna feed us, anyhows,” said Johnny 
Damokles, and turned on the faucet of a food conveyor. 
Hot, spicy-scented edibles poured forth, but Ti wasn’t 
interested. Not far from them, half-lost in the grey 
light, two giant semi-globes towered heavenwards. 
Apparently the Neptuniaiis were building another 
power-moon to add to that swirling band above. 

Ti watched as squat figures moved up and down its 
side. Then he walked from the window in a fog. 

Morning dawned swiftly because of the giant planet’s 
rapid rotation. Seven hours of total blackness were 
then followed by a day . . . but a day in name only. 
The sun out here had only one one-thousandth of its 
Earthian strength. For human purposes, it was useless. 
Ti was standing by the window when the door swung 
open. Thurner stood on the threshold. 

“Come on,” he ordered, “your job is ready.” He 
looked at Johnny Damokles. “Might as well use you, 
too. Get into your space suit.” 

The next seven hours passed as a nightmare for Ti. 
For Johnny, w'orking outside as a slave on the power- 
moon, they must have been pure hell. 

Ti returned to their room that evening to find a tired 
little Greek sprawled on the couch. “Work you hard, 
chum ?” 

Damokles groaned. A livid weal ran down the side of 
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his head where a blow had slammed his head about in 
his helmet. “We get these Neptune bums,” he said. 

“Sure thing, pal. But how ?” 

The Greek shrugged his shoulders. “They guards you 
elose ?” 

“No . . . but we eouldn’t get away without the 
ship.” 

“Yeah.” Damokles’ chin dropped on his chest. “I 
guess we gies up.’’ But despite the Greek’s apparent 
despair, he had an idea of some sort. Ti Gordon knew 
it, but he also knew that Johnny was afraid to talk 
about it in a room where sound detectors might pick up 
any hint of escape. “Let’s go to sleep, Johnny,” he 
said. 

“Yeah . . . you stay your side of bed, too. Last 
night you kick me blacks and blue in rib.” 

Which was distinctly untrue. But if that was the 
way Johnny wanted things it was QX with him. Ti 
stretched himself on the couch beside Johnny. For 
twenty minutes he seemed to doze, then began kicking 
about fretfully, and muttering as though in the clutch 
of a nightmare. 

“That’s right, Ti,” the little Greek whispered. “Keep 
her going. You kicks hard . . . yells . . . them spies 
are too busy watching you. I can talks.” 

Ti’s reply was another boot to Johnny’s shin. “Go 
on,” he whispered. 

“Remember what I say to you in ships ?” 

“About whatl*” 

“About food gods Neptune . . . cataltickic agents 
. . . Aristotle.” 

“Yes.” ' 

“Mavbe I are right.” 

“So what ?” 

“Maybe if impervium get soaked on Neptune long 
enough . . . then maybes it behaves like metal in your 
ship?” 
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“Go on.” Ti groaned, thrashing about. 

“Tliey puts me working on power-moon outside.” 
“Yes ?” 

“Slie are made from metal of wrecked space-liner. I 
see one plate who say XC-34 on her.” 

“Great Jupiter, Johnny ! That’s the liner I got the 
metal for my ship from . . . just one fin was all I had 
to work with.” 

“Shut up ! Dam’ fools. Want him Neptune stinkers 
hear you ?” 

Instead of answering, Ti grunted in his supposed 
sleep. Damokles whispered on : “They don’t guards 
me ! They make me be dam’ fool clowns for Neptuners 
to laugh at. ‘Get sky hook! Get bucket steam-ice!’ 
That’s what them lizard-men holler at me.” 

“Yes ?” 

“Then . . . cracks I Hit Greek with fist.” 

“Skip it, Johnny. What’s your idea.''” 

“1 hear them say . . . artificial power-moon ain’t 
gonna be that at all. Gonna be giant bomb. Gonna 
load with tons an ’tons an’ tons of dynotron. Shoot 
him to Jupiter . . . blow’ all air off everythings.” 
“Good Lord ! Dynotron would do that . . . and 
then then thev’l repeat the procedure.” 

“Is right.”" 

“How do you figure on stopping ’em ?” 

Damokles poked Ti hard w'ith his elbow’. “Lay still !” 
he shouted. “I can no sleeps ! ” He butted up against 
Ti and began to whisper in chaotic murmurs. “I got a 
long story to tells you, Ti. All about powerful old 
Greek king.” 

For half an hour they thrashed about, w'hile 
Damokles unfolded his plan. At last, Ti grunted. 
“QX,” he said. “Can do!” 

He rolled over and fell into an extremelj’ troubled 
sleep. 
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IV 

THE NEXT day at Neptune’s dawn, Johnny Damokles 
was led back to his work on the dynotron bomb. Ti, 
slecpy-eyed and wavering, followed his captors to a 
place in the mech lab. He worked quietly for half an 
hour, then beckoned to his overseer. 

“Yes.^” hissed the Neptunian. 

“I want to see your Leader.” 

“Why ?” 

“None of your blasted busine.ss. Just do what you’re 
told, or be mighty soriy.” 

The Neptunian scratched an itching neck flange. “All 
right,” he said, “but you’d better have something to 
make this worth while.” He shoved Ti forward, 
released a door catch, and led him down the hall. Three 
staccato raps opened another door, and Ti again stood 
in the presence of Neptune’s Leader. 

“Yes?’’ the Leader’s voice w'as suave, but flat. “Oh, 
it’s you . . . you’ve something important?” 

“I want to work in the photo-lab.” 

“Something to do with your way of sensitizing 
impervium ?” 

“That’s right.” 

“Utterly useless. We’ve checked the figures of your 
own labs and find that they are completely accurate. 
That ship of yours is a freak . . . and we can see no 
reason as to ivhy it works.” 

“I still have an idea.” 

The Neptunian glared at him, and again that dead- 
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alive membrane concealed all key to his thoughts. 
“You’re not trying to convince me you’re willing to 
join us, are you ?” 

“Nope,” Ti’s paw shot out belligerently, “I just 
figure it’ll be easy to escape from there.” 

A hiss was apparently the Outer-worldian’s manner 
of laughing, for the hiss he emitted was as jovial a 
sound as Ti had heard since landing on the planet. “I 
mean it !” Ti finished, “and I warn you to watch me.” 

“Your spirit,” the Neptune said, “is admirable.” 
He scrawled a few notes, handed them to Ti. “Here,” 
he said, “is an order to work in the photo-labs. I shall 
watch your struggles with great pleasure.” His hand 
closed on Ti’s shoulder and Ti gritted his teeth, shook 
loose, and walked to the door. 

Mockingly the Leader laughed. 

That night, when Ti returned to their room, he found 
the little Greek seated, eyes blazing, on the bed. 
“Smatter, chum?” , 

“Dam-blasted Thurner. Chase me all over hell for 
skyhook.” 

“Forget it. You’re tired and so am I. Grab off a 
mouthful of that synthi-food and let’s hit the hay.” He 
turned on the faucet, drew a cup of steaming brew and 
handed it to the Greek. 

“I got the mixture,” he whispered between gulps. 
“Did you get the metal ?” 

The Greek nodded. 

Lights were quickly extinguished, and the two, with 
much moaning and groaning, crawled under the covers. 
But tonight there was need for action, not talk. Ti 
pushed the blankets up to make a low tent, and handed 
Johnny a torch he’d ^olen. 

“The metal !” he grunted. Johnny Damokles handed 
him a tiny piece of impervium. It was, approximately, 
three inches square. 

“Swell,” said Ti. “Now hold this light.” He dug 
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deep into his pockets and pulled forth a bottle of stolen 
liquid. “As nearly as I can tell, this is the same mixture 
I used in making my other ship.” He dipped the square 
of impervium in it, then waited. Dry at last, he wiped 
the metal square until it shone, and grinned as the first 
reactions started. 

“It works !” he nearly shouted. But that was neither 
the time nor the place for shouting. “Watch!” he 
whispered. Taking the torch from Johnny Damokles, 
he held it close against his treated impervium. The 
little square darted away so swiftly that it nearly tore 
loose from his hand. It did pull him a foot or so toward 
the edge of the bed before he switched off his light. 
There was no doubt about it. Impervium, when 
exposed to some unknown Neptunian radiation, under- 
went an untestable change and behaved precisely as 
had the metal of his ship. 

“Hallelujahs I” burbled Damokles beneath his 
breath. “Now we fix up Thurner’s.” 

“Maybe,” said Ti w’ith unexpected pessimism. 
“Are you sure the whole thing’s impervium ?” 

“Yep ! But how I gonna rub this stuff on ship ?” 
“Don’t rub it. Pour this bottle on a high per- 
pendicular point and let it run down the sides.” 

“Yeah. Then you get more solutions. We pour her 
on . . . an’ finally dam’ bomb go sail away fast as 
hell!” 

Ti grinned. “Not quite, pal,” he said, “I’m figuring 
on something just a little more effective.” He took a 
piece of paper and made a few hasty sketches. Johnny 
Damokles watched with interest. Then he broke into 
a smile. 

“I see,” nodded the Greek. “She are just like story 
I tell you about old Greek king.” 

“Exactly. . . . And now, let me have time enough 
to get rid of our scrap of test metal and we’ll turn in.” 
“No,” protested Damokles. “Give me piece 
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impervium. I got good idea.” 

Ti, without further question, handed Johnny the bit 
of treated impervium and added to it his bottle of 
stolen liquid. “Good night, chum,” he mumbled, and 
rolled over to sleep. 

Ten days and nights passed in that way. Each night 
Ti had another flask of his sensitizer to give Johnny. 
Ajid each night Damokles reported another successful 
application of the fluid. Miraculous that the two of 
them could so successfully hoodwink their captors ? 
Yes. But then the Neptunians thought of the two as 
members bf a lesser race, and gave them almost com- 
plete freedom of movement. 

Ti blessed the arrogance from which this stemmed. 
From the photo-labs he stole his sensitizer. In the 
mech labs he succeeded in removing and assembling 
certain vital cogs and rheostats. Put together they 
would give him control of Neptune’s gigantic dijnotron 
bomb. And Ti Gordon was the man to put any 
machinery together. He did it on the tenth day. That 
same day, he stole a length of steel chain and a 
sharpened metal hook. Why he stole them, Gordon 
didn’t know. But Damokles had asked him to and he’d 
given his promise. 

“Here you are,” he said when he reached their room 
that night. He slipped the hook and chain to Johnny 
beneath the covers of their bed. “Goin’ fishin’ with it, 
chum ?” 

“You bet your dam’ boots.” 

Ti smiled. Then, quietly, he showed Johnny 
Damokles the piece of apparatus he’d constructed. It 
looked somewhat like the primitive 20th Century radio 
sets one saw in museums, but its purpose, as Ti 
explained, was more important. Compact, weighing 
no more than fifty or sixty grams, it gave him complete 
radio control of anything treated with his sensitizing 
fluid. What was more important, it took its power 
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from almost any faint source of light, and should be 
effective up to two or three thousand miles. 

“She work asked Damokles. 

“She will if static doesn’t cut me out too much.” 
“Dam’ good,” grunted the Greek. “Now we show 
them Neptuners what good old Greek history are.” 
“Correct, chum. When will the bomb be ready ?” 
“She are ready now.” 

“Swell! I might as well blast her oft.” 

“No I” Johnny Damokles’ tone was urgent, pleading. 
“You wait ... do him tomorrow when Neptune 
fellers can see.” 

Morning dawned with its usual dim lessening of the 
Neptunian murk. A methane breeze rolled down from 
some distant mountain range and swirled in noxious 
vapors across the plain. Two Neptunian guardsmen 
saw a flicker of movement in a nearby sand-heap and 
cut loose with the fullest fury of their heat-grids. There 
was a crackle. An unassimilated tribesman rolled over, 
kicked a spurred foot in the air, arched his haunches 
and died. 

The little tragedy, repeated time and again on that 
ruthless planet, was no more than window-dressing for 
more significant events. The crackling, burning grids 
were crackling arcs of doom. Like Gabriel’s trumpet, 
they served to awaken Ti and Johnny Damokles. 
“What dam’ noise ?” grunted the Greek. 

“Target practice.” Ti was about to deliver further 
comments, but a rap at the door cut him loose. The 
door opened. The Leader entered. 

“Ahhhh. Good morning, my dear guests.” He 
rubbed his hands in a gesture that grated scales 
together. “We’ve a special treat for you this morning. 
And perhaps, since you’ve displayed certain interests in 
history, you’d enjoy sharing in the history of the 
future.” 

“Would we ?” queried Ti. 
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“Belligerence is an ill-fitting trait of yours, Mister 
Gordon,” said the Neptunian. “Get into your space 
suits and come outside. We’re launching a special 
present for the Jovian Sy.stem . . . and feel that you 
gentleman would enjoy it.” 

“I know,” muttered Ti. 

“Of course, you do.” The Leader was grinning as he 
spoke. “We’ve given your companion full opportunity 
to tell you about it.” 



V 

IN a natural amphitheatre, walled in at one side by the 
cliff of the ravine and sheltered from the methane wind 
by the parapets of the Tsolm fortress, stood the 
gigantic Neptunian bomb. Its impervium walls glowed 
with a faint, cold light. Faintly down its sides from 
ten points, streaks marked the eourse of Ti’s sensitizing 
fluid. The exact placement was important. Each 
Served to counteract the other, though the inward 
pressure they exerted must have been tremendous 
indeed. 

The Leader was laughing as he ascended his rostrum. 
“Observe,” he said, “the ingenious controls by which 
I guide the rocket-blasts from this remote station.” He 
pointed to his control board, motioned Ti and Johnny 
to stay away from it. Then, for a full hour, he delivered 
an impassioned and almost insane address to his 
followers. 

As near as Ti could judge, the Leader’s address was 
a skilful bit of vituperation against the injustice done 
Neptune. But it was effective. A frenzied circle of 
lizard-men howled as he finished speaking. “And now,” 
said the Leader, “we send our little present on his 
way.” 

He reached for the control board. The bomb shot 
heavenward. 
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But the Leader hadn’t touched the controls. 

Ti’s fingers anticipated him. A flick on his own secret 
control board had shot the bomb silently out toward 
the void. The Leader’s finger froze in mid-air. He 
followed the bomb in its flight, and every muscle 
tightened, when it stopped dead at a point half a mile 
above Neptune. There the bomb hovered, unmoving. 
Its orbit, if an orbit you could call it, held it exactly 
above the centre of the Tsolm fortress. The Leader’s 
finger jammed down on His control button. 

Flames blasted from the bomb’s jets. It whirled 
crazily on its own axis . . . but otherwise immovable. 

“Interesting, isn’t it?” said Ti. 

The Leader looked at him. “You’ve done this ?” His 
tone was most incredulous. 

“Don’t move,’’ ordered the Earthman. He flicked a 
button and the great bomb dropped silently. The 
Leader stopped. There was utter silence as every 
creature in the amphitheatre realized what was 
happening. 

“Well,” said the Leader at last, “it’s an impasse, 
isn’t it.” 

“No . . . it’s check . . . and checkmate.” 

“Yes,” chuckled Johnny Damokles, “she’s are old 
Greek gambit.” 

The Leader stepped back to his control board. Again 
and again he shot every ounce of power into the bomb’s 
blasts. Nothing happened. 

“Most ingenious,” said the Leader. “You falsified 
those papers on how your principle worked ?” 

“Believe that if you want,” said Ti with a shrug. 
“And now . . . I’m taking over.” 

The Leader bowed. 

But Johnny Damokles stepped into the picture. 

“I take over first,” he said. “I gots present for 
Thurner.” He leaned over the front of the rostrum and 
caught the big Neptunian spy by the coat collar. Ti, 
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guarding against any treacherous assault, kept his eyes 
on the Leader and the bomb. 

“Holla, Meester Shelton Thurner,” greeted the 
Greek. “You ask Johnny Daraokles dam’ fool question. 
,You want sky-hook ? Good ! I gots sky-hook.” From 
a capacious pocket of his space britches he drew a hook 
and a dangling length of chain. He tightened the collar, 
jabbed the hook through it. “Goombye, Meester No- 
goods!” he chortled. He jerked the rest of the chain 
from his pocket. A few scraps of treated impervium 
were hitched to its end. Light hit them. They shot 
aloft, dragging Thurner behind them like the tail of a 
crazy kite. 

“How you like shy-hooks ?” yelled the Greek. 

Ti laughed. 

“I regret,” said the Leader suavely, “the loss of an 
aide. But tell me, how did you evolve this ingenious 
plan ? Am I over-inquisitive ?” 

“The plan belongs to Johnny Damokles.” 

“Sure Mikes!” blurted the Greek. “She are old 
Greeks’ story. You tell her, Ti. My talk all mixed with 
sky-hooks !” 

Ti fingered his control board. “Long ago,” he said, 
“a Greek king acquired excessive power through force. 
As a symbol of that force ... a sword dangled always 
above his head. By a hair. The king’s name . . . like 
that of my friend . . . was Damocles. They call the 
story, The Sword of Damocles.” 

“I believe that I understand.” He turned away, then 
swung back again. “One must accept facts intelligently. 
.Visiphone your Terrestrian diplomats. Neptune will 
accept any reasonable terms.” 

Overhead, the sword of Johnny Damokles glowed 
faintly. 

“The Greeks,” Johnny Damokles said softly to 
nobody in particular, “have a word for it. Freedom l”- 
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Grifters’ Asteroid 

By 

Harold C, Fosse 



Harvey and Joe were the slickest con-men ever to 
gyp a space-rube. But the be-whiskered asteroid- 
hopper on Flanetoid-^2 was no mean crook himself. 

CHARACTERISTICALLY, Harvey Ellsworth tried to 
maintain his dignity, though his parched tongue was 
almost hanging out. But Joe Mallon, with no dignity 
to maintain, lurched across the rubbish-strewn patch 
of land that had been termed a space-port. When 
Harvey staggered pontifically into the battered 
metalloy saloon — the only one on Planetoid 42 — his 
tall, gangling partner was already stumbling out, 
mouthing something incoherent. They met in the door- 
way, violently. 

“We’re delirious!” Joe cried. “It’s a mirage!” 
“What is ?” asked Harvey through a mouthful of 
cotton. 

Joe reeled aside, and Harvey saw what had upset his 
partner. He stared, speechless for once. 

In their hectic voyages from planet to planet, the 
pair of panacea purveyors had encountered the usual 
strange life-forms. But never had they seen anything 
like the amazing creature in that colonial saloon. 
Paying no attention to them, it was carrying a case 
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of liquor in Iwo hands, six siphons in two others, and a 
broom and dustpan in the remaining pair. The bar- 
tender, a big man resembling the plumpish Harvey in 
build, was leaning negligently on the counter, ordering 
this impossible being to fill the partly-emptied bottles, 
squeeze fruit juice and sweep the floor, all of which the 
native did simultaneously. 

“Nonsense,” Harvey croaked uncertainly. “We have 
seen enough queer things to know there are always 
more.” 

He led the way inside. Through thirst-cracked lips 
he rasped : “Water — quick!” 

Without a word, the bartender reached under the 
counter, brought out two glasses of water. The inter- 
planetary con-men drank noisily, asked for more, until 
they had drunk eight glasses. Meanwhile, the bar- 
tender had taken out eight jiggers and filled them with 
whisky. 

Harvey and Joe were breathing hard from having 
gulped the water so fast, but they were beginning to 
revive. They noticed the bartender’s impersonal eyes 
studying them shrewdly. 

“Strangers, eh ?” he asked at last. 

“Solar salesmen, my colonial friend,” Harvey 
answered in his usual lush manner. “We purvey that 
renowned Martian remedy, Le-anago Yergis, the 
formula for which was recently discovered by ourselves 
in the ancient ruined city of La-anago. Medical science 
is unanimous in proclaiming this magic medicine the 
sole panacea in the entire history of theraputics.” 

“Yeah said the bartender disinterestedly, polish- 
ing the chaser glasses without washing them. “Where 
you heading?” 

“Out for Ganymede. Our condenser broke down, 
and we’ve gone without water for five ghastly days.” 

“Got a mechanic around this dumping ground you 
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call a port?” Joe asked. 

“We did. He came near starving and moved on to 
Titan. Ships don’t land here unless they’re in trouble.” 

“Then where’s the water lead-in ? We’ll fill up and 
push off.” 

“Mayor takes care of that,” replied the saloon owner. 
“If you gents’re finished at the bar, your drinks’ll be 
forty buckos.” 

Harvey grinned puzzedly. “We didn’t take any 
whisky.” 

“Might as well. Water’s five buckos a glass. Liquor’s 
free with every chaser.” 

Harvey’s eyes bulged. Joe gulped. “That — that’s 
robbery !” the lanky man managed to get out in a thin 
quaver. 

The barkeeper shrugged. “When there ain’t many 
customers, you gotta make more on each one. 
Besides ” 

“Besides nothing!” Joe roared, finding his voice 
again. “You dirty crook — robbing poor spacemen ! 
You ” 

Harvey nudged him warningly. “Easy, my boy, 
easy.” He turned to the bartender apologetically. 
“Don’t mind my friend. His adrenal glands are some- 
times over-active. You were going to say ?” 

Tho round face of the barkeeper had assumed an 
aggrieved expression. 

“Folks are always thinkin’ the other feller’s out to 
do ’em,” he said, shaking his head. “Lemme explain 
about the water here. It’s bitter as some kinds of sin 
before it’s purified. Have to bring it in with buckets 
and make it sweet. That takes time and labour. 
Waddya think — I was chargin’ feller critters for water 
just out of devilment ? I charge because I gotta.” 

“Friend,” said Harvey, taking out a wallet and 
counting off eight five-bucko bills, “here is your money. 
W'hat’s fair is fair, and you have put a different com- 
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plexion on what seemed at first to be an unconscionable 
interjection of a middle-man between Nature and 
man’s thirst.” 

The saloon man removed his dirty apron and came 
around the bar. 

“If that’s an apology, I accept it. Now the mayor’ll 
discuss filling your tanks. That’s me. I’m also justice 
of the peace, official recorder, fire chief.” 

“And chief of police, no doubt,” said Harvey 
jocosely. 

“Nope. That’s my son, Jed. Angus Johnson’s my 
name. Folks here just call me Chief. I run this town, 
and run it right. How much water will you need ?” 

Joe estimated quickly. “About seventy-five litres, 
if we go on half rations, he answered. 

“Let’s say ten buckos a litre,” the mayor said. “On 
account of the quantity, I’m able to quote a bargain 
price. Shucks, boys, it hurts me more to charge for 
w’ater than it does for you to pay. I just got to, that’s 
all.” 

The mayor gestured to the native, who shuffled out 
to the tanks with them. The planetoid men worked the 
pump while the mayor intently watched the crude 
level-gauge, crying “stop !” when it registered the 
proper amount. Then Johnson rubbed his thumb on 
his index finger and wetted his lips expectantly. 

Harvey bravely counted off the bills. He asked : 
“But what are we to do about replenishing our battery 
fluid ? Ten Inickos a litre would be preposterous. We 
simply can’t afford it.” 

Johnson’s response almost floored them. “Who said 
anything about charging you for battery water ? You 
can have all you want for nothing. It’s just the purified 
stuff that comes so high.” 

After giving them directions that would take them to 
the free-water pool, the ponderous factotum of Plan- 
etpid 42 shook handa and headed back to the saloon. 
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His six-armed assistant followed him inside. 

“Now do you see, my hot-tempered colleague?” 
said Harvey as he and Joe pieked up buckets that hung 
on the tank. “Johnson, as I saw instantly, is the 
victim of a difficult environment, and must charge 
accordingly.” 

“Just the same,” Joe griped, “paying for water isn’t 
something you can get used to in ten minutes.” 

In the fragile forest, they soon came across a stream 
that sprang from the igneous soil and splashed into the 
smallpond whose contents, according to the mayor, was 
theirs for the asking. They filled their buckets and 
hauled them to the ship, then returned for more. 

It was on the sixth trip that Joe caught a glimpse of 
Jupiter-shine on a bright surface off to the left. The 
figure, 750, with the bucko sign in front of it, was still 
doing acrobatics inside his skull and keeping a faint 
suspicion alive in him. So he called Harvey and they 
went to investigate. 

Among the skimpy ground-crawling vines, they saw 
a long slender mound that was unmistakably a buried 
pipe. 

“What’s this doing here?” Harvey asked, puzzled. 
“I thought Johnson had to transport water in pails.” 

“Wonder where it leads to,” Joe said uneasily. 

“It leads to the saloon,” said Harvey, his eyes 
rapidly tracing the pipe back toward the spaceport. 
“What I am concerned with is where this leads from.” 

Five minutes later, panting heavily from the un- 
accustomed exertion of scrambling through the tangle 
of planetorial undergrowth, they burst into the open — 
before a clear, sparkling pool. 

Mutely, Harvey pointed out a pipe-end jutting under 
the water. 

“I am growing suspicious,” he said In a rigidly 
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controlled voice. 

But Joe was already on his knees, scooping up a 
handful of water and tasting it. 

“Sweet!” he snarled. 

They rushed baek to the first pool, where Joe again 
tasted a sample. His mouth went wry. “Bitter I He 
uses only one pool, the sweet one ! The only thing that 
needs purifying around here is that blasted mayor’s 
conscience.” 

“The asteroidal poobah has tricked us with a slick 
come-on,” said Harvey slowly. His eyes grew cold. 
“Joseph, the good-natured artist in me has become a 
hard and merciless avenger. I shall not rest until we 
have had the best of this colonial con-man. Watch yov 
cues from this point hence.” 

Fists clenched, the two returned to the saloon. Bu 
at the door they stopped and their fists unclenched. 

“Thought you gents were leaving,” the mayor called 
out, seeing them frozen in the doorway. “Glad you 
didn’t. Now you can meet my son, Jed. Him and me 
are the whole Earthman population of Johnson City.” 

“You don’t need any more,” said Harvey, dismayed. 

Johnson’s eight-foot son, topped by a massive roof of 
sun-bleached hair and held up by a foundation that 
seemed immovable, had obviously been born and 
raised on low gravity. F or any decent-sized world would 
have kept him down near the general dimensions of a 
man. 

He held out an acre of palm. Harvey studied it 
worriedly, put his own hand somewhere on it, 
swallowed as it closed, then breathed again when his 
fingers were released in five units instead of a single 
compressed one. 

“Pleased to meet you,” piped a voice that had never 
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known a dense atmosphere. 

The pursuit of vengeance, Harvey realized, had 
taken a quick and unpleasant turn. Something shrewd 
was called for . . . 

“Joseph!” he exclaimed, looking at his partner in 
alarm. “Don’t you feel well ?” 

Even before the others could turn to him, Joe’s 
practiced eyes were gently crossing. He sagged against 
the door frame, all his features drooping like a blood- 
hound’s. 

“Bring him in here!” Johnson cried. “I mean, get 
him away ! He’s coming down with asteroid fever !” 

“Of course,” replied Harvey calmly. “Any fool 
knows the first symtoms of the disease that once 
scourged the universe.” 

“What do you mean, once ?” demanded Johnson. 
“I come down with it every year, and I ain’t hankering 
to have it in an off-season. Get him out of here !” 

“In good time. He can’t be moved immediately.” 

“Then he’ll be here for months !” 

Harvey helped Joe to the counter and lifted him up 
on it. The mayor and his gigantic offspring were 
cowering across the room, trying to breathe in tiny, 
uncontaminating gasps. 

“You’ll find everything you want in the back room,” 
Johnson said frantically. “Sulfopyridine, mustard 
plasters, rubs, inhalers, suction cups ” 

“Relics of the past,” Harvey stated. “One medica- 
tion is all modern man requires to combat the dread 
menace, asteroid fever.” 

“What’s that ?” asked the mayor without conviction. 

Instead of replying, Harvey hurried outside to the 
ungainly second-hand rocket ship in the centre of the 
shabby spaceport. He returned within a few minutes, 
carrying a bottle. 
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Joe was still stretched out on the bar, panting, his 
eyes slowly crossing and uncrossing. Harvey lifted the 
patient’s head tenderly, put the bottle to his lips and 
tilted it until he was forced to drink. When Joe tried 
to pull away, Harvey was inexorable. He made his 
partner drink until most of the liquid was gone. Then 
he stepped back and waited for the inevitable result. 

Joe’s performance was better than ever. He lay 
supine for several moments, his face twisted into an 
expression that seemed doomed to perpetual wryness. 
Slowly, however, he sat up and his features straight- 
ened out. 

“Are you all right?” asked the mayor anxiously. 

“Much better,” said Joe. 

“Maybe you need another dose,” Harvey suggested. 

Joe recoiled. “I’m fine now!” he cried, and sprang 
off the bar to prove it. 

Astonished, Johnson and his son drew closer. They 
searched Joe’s face, and then the mayor timidly felt 
his pulse. 

“Well, I’ll be hanged!” Johnson ejaculated. 

“La-avago Yergis never fails, my friend,” Harvey 
explained. “By actnal test, it conquers asteroid fever 
in from four to twenty-three minutes, depending on the 
severity of the attack. Luckily, we caught this one 
before it grew formidable.” 

The mayor’s e\’es became clouded mirrors of an 
inward conflict. “If you don’t charge too much,” he 
said warily, “I might think of buying some.” 

“We do not sell this unbelievable remedy,” Harvey 
replied with dignity. “It sells itself.” 

“ ’Course, I’d expect a considerable reduction if 1 
bought a wdiole case,’’ said Johnson. 

“That would be the smallest investment you could 
make, compared with the vast loss of time and strength 
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‘‘How much ?” asked the mayor unhappily. 

“I'or you, since you have taken us in so hospitably, 
a mere five hundred buckos.” 

Johnson did not actually stagger back, but he gave 
the impression of doing so. “F-four hundred,” he 
offered. 

“Not a red cent less than four seventy-five,” Harvey 
said flatly. 

‘‘Make it four fifty,” quavered Johnson. 

‘’1 dislike haggling,” said Harvey. 

The final price, however, was four hundred and sixty- 
nine buckos and fifteen red-cents. Maganimously, 
Harvey added : “And we will include, gratis, an 
^legant bottle-opener, a superb product of Mercurian 
handicraftsmanship.” 

Johnson stabbed out a warning finger. “No tricks 
now. I want a taste of that stuff. You’re not switching 
some worthless Junk on me.” 

Harvey took a glass from the bar and poured him a 

S merous sample. The mayor sniffed it, grimaced, then 
irew it down his gullet. The ensuing minute saw a 
^rim battle between a man and his stomach, a battle 
;which man gradually won. 

“There ain’t no words for that taste,” he gulped 
when it was safe to talk again. 

“Medicjpe,’’ Harvey propounded, “should taste like 
piedicine.” To Joe he said : ^‘Come my esteemed 
colleague. We must perform the sacred task to which 
We have dedicated ousel ves.” 

(With Joe stumbling along behind, he kft the saloon, 
grossed the clearing and entered Ship. As so<?n as 
^ev were Inside, Joe dropped his fliurderous sflenoe 
and cried i 
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“What kind of a dirty trick was that, giving me 
poison instead of that snake oil ?” 

“That was not poison,” Harvey contradicted quietly. 
“It was La-anago Yergis extract, plus.” 

“Plus what — arsenic ?” 

“Now, Joseph ! Consider my quandary when I eame 
back here to manufacture our specific for all known 
ailments, with the intention of selling yonder asteroidal 
tinhorn a bill of medical goods — an entire case, mind 
you. Was I to mix the extract with the water for which 
we had been swindled to the tune of ten buckos a litre ? 
Where would our profit have been, then ? No, I had to 
use the bitter free water of course.” 

“But why use it on me }” Joe demanded furiously. 

Harvey looked reprovingly at his gangling partner. 
“Did Johnson ask to taste it, or did he not ? One must 
look ahead, Joseph. I had to produce the same 
medicine that we will now manufacture. Thus, you 
were a guinea pig for a splendid cause.” 

“Okay, okay,” Joe said. “But you shoulda charged 
him more.” 

“Joseph, I promise you that we shall get back every 
red-cent of which that swindler cheated us, besideg 
whatever other funds or valuables he possesses. We 
could not be content with less.” 

“Well, we’re starting all right,” admitted Joe. 
“How about that thing with six arms ? He looks like 
a valuable. Can’t we grab him off ?” 

Harvey stopped filling bottles and looked up 
pensively. 

“I have every hope of luring away the profitable 
monstrosity. Apparently you have also surmised the 
fortune we could make with him. At first I propose to 
exhibit him on our interplanetary tours with our 
streandined panecea; he would be a spectacular attrac- 
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tion for bucolic suckers. Later, a brief period of 
demonstrating his abilities on the audio- visiphone. 
Then our triumph — we shall sell him at a stupendous 
figure to the zoo !” 

Joe was still dazed by that monetary vista when he 
and Harvey carried the case of medicince to the saloon. 
The mayor had already cleared a place of honour in the 
cluttered back room, where he told them to put it 
down carefully. Then he took the elaborate bottle- 
opener Harvey gave him, reverently uncorked a bottle 
and sampled it. It must have been at least as good as 
the first. He gagged. 

“That’s the stuff, all right,” he said, swallowing 
hard. He counted out the money into Harvey’s hand, 
at a moderate rate that precariously balanced between 
his pleasure at getting the fever remedy and his pain at 
paying for it. Then he glanced out to see the position 
of Jupiter, and asked : “You gents eaten yet ? The 
restaurant’s open now.” 

Harvey and Joe looked at each other. They hadn’t 
been thinking about food at all, but suddenly they 
realized that they were hungry. 

“It’s only water we were short of,” Harvey said 
apprehensively. “We’ve got rations back at the ship.” 

“H-rnphl” the mayor grunted. “Powdered concen- 
trates. Compressed pap. Suit yourselves. W^e treat our 
stomachs better here. And you’re welcome to our 
hospitality,” 

“Your hospitality,” said Harvey, “depends on the 
prices you charge.” 

“Well, if that’s what’s worrying you, you can stop 
worrying,” answered the mayor promptly. “What’s 
more, the kind of dinner I serve here you can’t get any- 
where else for any price.” 
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Swiftly, Harvey conned the possibilities of being 
bilked again. He saw none. 

“Let’s take a look at the menu, anyhow, Joe,” he 
said guardedly. 

Johnson immediately fell into the role of mine host. 

“Come right in, gents,” he invited. “Right into the 
dining room.” 

He seated them at a table, which a rope tied between 
posts made more or less private, though nobody else 
in the saloon and there was little chance of company. 

Genius, the six-armed native, appeared from the 
dingy kitchen with two menus in one hand, two glasses 
of water in another, plus napkins, silverware, a pitcher, 
plates, saucers, cups, and their cocktails, which were 
on the house. Then he stood by for orders. 

Harvey and Joe studied the menu critically. The 
prices were phenomenally low. When they glanced up 
at Johnson in perplexity, he grinned, bowed, and 
asked, “Everything satisfactory, gents ?” 

“Quite,” said Harvey. “We shall order.” 

For an hour they were served amazing dishes, both 
fresh and canned, the culinary wealth of this planetoid 
and all the system. And the service was as extra- 
ordinary as the meal itself. With four hands. Genius 
played deftly upon a pair, of mellow Venusian viotars, 
using his other two hands for waiting on the table. 

“We absolutely must purchase this incredible 
specimen,” Harvey whispered excitedly when Johnson 
and the native were both in the kitchen, attending to 
the next course. “He would make any society hostess’s 
season a riotous success.” 

“Think of a fast one fast,” Joe agreed. “You’re 
right.” 

“But I dislike having to revise my opinion of a man 
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SO often,” complained Harvey. “I wish Johnson would 
stay either swindled or honest merchant. This dinner 
is worth at least twenty buckos, yet I estimate our 
check at a mere bucko twenty red-cents.” 

The mayor’s appearance prevented them from con- 
tinuing the discussion. 

“It’s been a great honour, gents,” he said. “Ain’t 
often I have visitors, and I like the best, like you two 
gents.” 

As if on cue, Genius came out and put the check 
down between Joe and Harvey. Harvey picked it up 
negligently, but his casual air vanished in a yelp of 
horror. 

“What the devil is this ?” he shouted. “How do you 
arrive at this fantastic, idotic figure — three hu7idred 
and twenty-eight buckos I” 

Johnson didn’t answer. Neither did Genius. He 
simply put on the table, not a fingerbowl, but a magni- 
fying glass. With one of his thirty fingers he pointed 
politely to the bottom of the menu. 

Harvey focussed on the the microscopic print, and 
his face went pasty with rage. The minute note read : 
“Services and entertainment, 327 buckos 80 red-cents.” 

“You can go to hell !” Joe growled. “We won’t pay 
it!” 

Johnson sighed ponderously. “I was afraid you’d 
act like that,” he said with regret. He pulled a tin 
badge out of his rear pocket, pinned it on his vest, and 
twisted his bolstered gun into view. “Afraid I’ll have 
to ask the sheriff to take over.” 

Johnson, the sheriff, collected the money, and 
Johnson, the restauranteur, pocketed it. Meanwhile, 
Harvey tipped Joe the sign to remain calm. 

“My friend,” he said to the mayor, and his tones 
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took on a schoolmasterish severity, “your long absence 
from Earth has perhaps made you forget those elements 
of human wisdom that have entered the folk-lore of 
your native planet. Such as, for example, ‘It is folly 
to kill a goose that lays golden eggs’, and ‘Penny wise is 
pound foolish’.” 

“I don’t get the connection,” objected Johnson. 

“Well, by obliging us to pay such a high price for 
your dinner, you put out of reach the chance of profit- 
ing from a really substantial deal. My partner and I 
were prepared to make you a sizable offer for the 
peculiar creature you call Genius. But by reducing our 
funds the way you have ” 

“Who said I wanted to sell him ?” the mayor 
interrupted. He rubbed his fingers together and asked 
disinterestedly, “What were you going to offer, any- 
how ?” 

“It doesn’t matter any longer,” Harvey said with 
elaborate carelessness, “Perhaps you wouldn’t have 
accepted it anyway.” 

“That’s right,” Johnson came back emphatically. 
“But what would your offer have been which I would 
have turned down ?” 

“Which one ? The one we were going to make, or the 
one we can make now ?” 

“Either one. It don’t make no difference. Genius is 
too valuable to sell.” 

“Oh, come now, Mr. Johnson. Don’t tell me no 
amount of money would tempt you !” 

“Nope. But how much did you say ?” 

“Ah, then you will consider releasing Genius 1” 

“Well, I’ll tell you something,” said the mayor con- 
fidentially. “When you’ve got one thing, you’ve got 
one thing. But when you’ve got money, it’s the same 



118 



GRIFTERS’ ASTEROID 

as having a lot of things. Because, if you’ve got money, 
you can buy this and that and this and that and ” 

“This and that,” concluded Joe. “We’ll give you 
five hundred buckos.” 

“Now, gents!” Johnson remonstrated. “Why, six 
hundred would hardly ” 

“You haven’t left us much money,” Harvey put in. 

The mayor frowned. “All right, we’ll split the 
difference. Make it five-fifty.” 

Harvey was quick to pay out, for this was a genuine 
windfall. Then he stood up and admired the astonish- 
ing possession he had so inexpensively acquired. 

“I really hate to deprive you of this unique 
creature,” he said to Johnson. “I should imagine you 
will be rather lonely, with only your filial mammoth to 
keep you company.” 

“I sure will,’’ Johnson confessed glumly. “1 got 
pretty attached to Genius, and I’m going to miss him 
something awful.” 

Harvey forcibly removed his eyes from the native 
who was clearing off the table almost all at once. 

“My friend,” he said, “we take your only solace, it 
is true, but in his place we can offer something no less 
amazing and instructive.” 

The mayor’s hand went protectively to his pocket. 
“What is it?” he asked with the suspicion of a man 
who has seen human nature at its worst and expects 
nothing better. 

“Joseph, get our most prized belonging from the 
communications room of the ship,” Harvey instructed. 
To Johnson he explained : “You must see the wondrous 
instrument before its value can be appreciated. My 
partner will soon have it here for your astonishment.” 

Joe’s face grew as glum as Johnson’s had been. “Aw, 
Harv,” he protested, “do we have to sell it ? And right 
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when I thought we were getting the key!” 

“We must not be selfish, my boy,” Harvey said 
nobly. “We have had our chance, now we must 
relinquish Fate to the hands of a man who might have 
more success than we. Go, Joseph. Bring it here.” 

Unwillingly, Joe turned and shuffled out. 

On a larger and heavier world than Planetoid 42, 
Johnson’s curiosity would probably have had weight 
and mass. He was bursting with questions, but he was 
obviously afraid they would cost him monej'. For his 
part, Harvey allowed that curiosity to grow like a 
Venusian amoeba until Joe came in, lugging a radio. 

“Is that what you were talking about ?” the mayor 
snorted. “What makes you think I want a radio ? I 
came here to get away from singers and political 
speeehmakers.” 

“Do not jump to hasty conclusions,” Harvey 
cautioned. “Another word, and I shall refuse you the 
greatest opportunity any man has ever had, with the 
sole exception of Joseph, myself and the unfortunate 
inventor of this absolutely awe-inspiring device.” 

“I ain’t in the market for a radio,” Johnson said 
stubbornly. 

Harvey nodded in relief. “We have attempted to 
repay our host, Joseph. He has spurned our generosity. 
We have now the chance to continue our study, which I 
am positive will soon reward us with the key to an 
enormous fortune.” 

“Well, that’s no plating off our bow,” Joe grunted. 
“I’m glad he did turn it down. I hated to give it up 
after working on it for three whole years.” 

He picked up the radio and began walking toward 
the door. 

“Now hold on !” the mayor cried. “I ain’t saying I’ll 
buy, but what is it I’m turning down ?” 

Joe returned and set the instrument down on the bar. 
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His face sorrowfull, Harvey fondly stroked the scarred 
plasticoid cabinet. 

“To shorten a long story, Mr. Johnson,” he began, 
“Joseph and I were among the chosen few who knew 
the famous Doctor Dean intimately. Just before his 
tragic death, you will recall, Dean allegedly went 
insane.” He banged his fist on the bar. “I have said 
it before, and I repeat again, that was a malicious lie, 
spread by the doctor’s enemies to discredit his greatest 
invention — this fourth dimensional radio!” 

“This what ?” Johnson blurted out. 

“In simple terms,” clarified Harvey, “the ingenious 
doctor discovered that the yawning chasm between the 
dimensions could be bridged by energy of all quanta. 
There has never been any question that the inhabitants 
of the super-dimension would be far more civilized than 
ourselves. Consequently, the man who could tap their 
knowledge would find himself in possession of a power- 
ful, undreamt-of science.” 

The mayor looked respectfully at the silent box on 
the bar. 

“And this thing gets broadcasts from the fourth 
dimension 

“It does, Mr. Johnson. Only charlatans like those 
who envied Doctor Dean’s magnificent accomplish- 
ments could deny that fact.” 

The mayor put his hands in his pockets, unswiveled 
one hip and stared thoughtfully at the battered cabinet. 

“Well, let’s say it picks up fourth dimensional broad- 
casts,” he conceded. “But how could you understand 
what they’re saying ? Folks up there wouldn’t talk our 
language.” 
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Again Harvey smashed his fist down. “Do you dare 
to repeat the scurvy lie that broke Dean’s spirit and 
drove him to suicide ?” 

Johnson recoiled. “No — no, of course not. 1 mean, 
being up here, I naturally couldn’t get all the details.” 

“Naturally,” Harvey agreed, mollified. “I’m sorry 
I lost my temper. But it is a matter of record that the 
doctor proved the broadcasts emanating from the 
super-dimension were in English ! Why should that be 
so difficult to believe ? Is it impossible that at one time 
there was communication between the dimensions, that 
the super-beings admired our language and adopted it 
in all its beauty, adding to it their own hyper-scientific 
trimmings ?” 

“Why, I don’t know,” Johnson said in confusion. 

“For three years, Joseph and I lost sleep and hair, 
trying to detect the simple key that would translate 
the somewhat metamorphosed broadcasts into o 
primitive English. It eluded us. Even the doctor 
failed. But that was understandable; a sensitive soul 
like his could stand only so much. And the combina- 
tion of ridicule and failure to solve the mystery caused 
him to take his own life.” 

Johnson winced. “Is that what you want to unload 
on me ?” 

“For a very good reason, sir. Patience is the virtue 
that will be rewarded with the key to these fourth 
dimensional broadcasts. A man who could devote his 
life to improving this lonely worldlet is obviously a 
person with unusual patience.” 

“Yeah,” the mayor said grudgingly, “I ain’t exactly 
>flighty.” 
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“‘Therefore, you re le man who could unravel the 
problem.” 

Johnson asked skeptically : “How about a sample 
first ?” 

Harvey turned a knob on the face of the scarred 
radio. After several squeals of spatial figures, a 
smooth voice began: 

“There are ominous pleajes of mobyhailegs in son- 
mirand which, how graismon, are notch to be donfuted 
miss ellasellabell in either or both hagasanipaj, by all 
means. This does not refly, on the brother man, nat or 
mizzfil sees are denuded by this assifaligo.” 

Harvey switched off the set determinedly. 

“Wait a minute!” Johnson begged. “I almost got 
it then 1” 

“I dislike being commercial,” said Harvey, “but this 
astounding device still belongs to us. Would we not 
be foolish to let you discover the clue before purchasing 
the right to do so ?” 

The mayor nodded indecisively, looking at the radio 
with agonized longing. “How much do you want ?” he 
a«ked unhappily. 

“One thousand buckos, and no haggling. 1 am not 
in the mood.” 

Johnson opened his mouth to argue. Then, seeing 
Harvey’s set features, paid with the worst possible 
grace. 

“Don’t you think we ought to tell him about the 
batteries, Harv ?’’ Joe asked. 

“What about the batteries?” demanded Johnson 
with deadly calm. 

“A very small matter,” Harvey said airily. “You 
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see, we have been analyzing these broadcasts for three 
years. In that time, of course, the batteries are bound 
to weaken. I estimate these should last not less than 
one Terrestrial month, at the very least.” 

“What do I do then ?” 

Harvey shrugged. “Special batteries are required, 
w'hich I see Joseph has by chance brought along. For 
the batteries, the only ones of their kind left in the 
system, I ask only what they cost — one hundred and 
ninety-nine buckos, no more and, on the other hand, 
no less.” 

Johnson was breathing hard, and his hand hovered 
dangerously near his gun. But he paid the amount 
Harvey wanted. 

Moreover, he actually shook hands when the two 
panacea purveyors collected their six-armed prize and 
said goodbye. Before they were outside, however, he 
had turned on the radio and was listening tensely to a 
woman’s highly cultured, though rather angry voice, 
saying : 

“Oh, you hannaforge are all beasataga-sanimort. If 
you rue amount it, how do you respench a pure woman 
to answer gosamak ” 

“I’ll get it!” they heard Johnson mutter. 

Then the sound of giant feet crossing the bar-room 
floor reached their ears, and a shrill question : “What’s 
that, Papa ?” 

“A fortune, Jed ! Those fakers are damned fools, 
selling us a thing like ” 

Joe gazed at Harvey admiringly. “Another one sold 
Harv, that spiel pulls them in like an ether storm.” 

Together with the remarkable planetoid man, they 
reached the ship. Above them, dark, tumbling shapes 
blotted out the stars and silently moved on. Joe 
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opened the gangway door. 

“Come on in, pal,” he said to Genius. “We’re 
shoving off.” 

The planetoid man grinned foolishly. “Can’t go 
arong with you,” he said with an apologetic manner. 
“1 rike to, but pressure flatten me out if I go.” 

“What in solar blazes are you talking about?” 
Harvey asked. 

“1 grow up on planetoid,” Genius explained. “On 
big pranet, too much pressure for me.” 

Tlie two salesman looked narrowly at each other. 

“Did Johnson know that when he sold you?” Joe 
snarled. 

“Oh, sure.” The silly grin became wider than ever. 
“Peopre from Earth buy me rots of times. I never 
reave pranetoid, though.” 

“Joseph,” Harvey said ominousl}', “that slick 
colonist has put one over upon us. What is our 
customary procedure in that event?” 

“We tear him apart,” Joe replied between his teeth. 

“Not Mister Johnson,” advised Genius. “Have gun 
and badge. He shoot you first and then rock yol up 
in prison.” 

Harvey paused, his ominous air vanishing. “True. 
Tliere is also the fact, Joseph, that when he discovers 
the scrambled rectifier in the radio we sold him, he will 
have been paid back in full for his regrettable dis- 
honesty.” 

Unwillingly, Joe agreed. While Genius retreated to 
a safe distance, they entered the ship and blasted off. 
Within a few minutes the automatic steering pilot had 
manoeuvered them above the plane of the asteroid belt. 

“I got kind of dizzy,” Joe said, “there were so many 
deals back and forth. How much did we make on the 
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sucker ?” 

“A goodly amount, I wager,” Harvey responded. 
He took out a pencil and paper. “Medicine, 469.50; 
radio, 1,000; batteries, 199. Total — let’s see — 1668 
buckos and 50 red-cents. A goodly sum, as I told you.” 

He emptied his pockets of money, spread it out on 
the astrogation table and began counting. Finished, he 
looked up, troubled. 

“How much did we have when we landed, Joseph?”- 

“Exactly 1668 buckos,” Joe answered promptly. 

“I can’t understand it,” said Harvey. “Instead of 
double our capital, we now have only 1668 buckos and 
50 red-cents.” 

Feverishly, he returned to his pencil and paper. 

“Drinking water, 790 ; battery water, free ; meal, 
328; planetoid man, 550. Total: 1668 buckos!” He 
stared at the figures. “We paid out almost as much as 
we took in,’’ he said bitterly. “Despite our intensive 
efforts, we made the absurd sum of fifty red-cents.” 

“Why the dirty crook!” Joe growled. 

But after a few moments of sad refieetion, Harvey 
became philosophical. “Perhaps, Joseph, we are more 
fortunate than we realize. We were, after all, com- 
pletely in Johnson’s power. The more I ponder, the 
more I believe we were lucky to escape. And, anyhow, 
we did make fifty rcd-cents on the swindler. A moral 
victory, my boy.” 

Joe,, who had been sunk despairingly into a chair, 
now stood up slowly and asked, “Remember that 
bottle-opener we gave him ?” 

“Certainly,” Harvey explained. “What about it?” 

“How much did it cost us?” 

Harvey’s eyebrows puckered. Suddenly he started 
laughing. “You’re right, Joseph. We paid forty-six 
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red-cents for it on Venus. So, after all that transacting 
of business, we made four red-cents.” 

“Four red-cents, hell !” Joe snapped. “That was the 
sales tax I” 

He glared. Then a smile lifted his mouth. “You 
remember those yokels on Mars’ Flatlands, and the 
way they worshipped gold ?” 

“Goldhricks !” Harvey said succmctly. 

Grinning, Joe set the robot-controls for Mars. 
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